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Abstract 
Bridging The Gaps: How Does Anti-Gay Discourse And Legislation Affect The Emotional And Relational Well-Being 
Of African-American Lesbian Women And Family? 
Valerie Margaret Newman-Freeman 
Eric D. Johnson Ph.D. 
 
A review of the scholarly literature within the field of Couple and Family Therapy (CFT) revealed a gap in 
the literature on the lives of African American lesbian women and their families, particularly as it relates to anti-gay 
legislation and marriage amendments. This has important implications for how clinicians, educators, and researchers 
come to understand the relational well-being of African American lesbian families within socio-historical, cultural and 
political contexts.  Specifically, it has implications for understanding the effects of anti-gay agendas at the intersections 
of race, gender, sexual orientation, and class.   
This study utilized a phenomenological methodology with an intersectional perspective to explore the effects 
of anti-gay discourse, legislation and constitutional amendments on the emotional well-being (i.e., how one feels about 
their sexual orientation and/or sexual identity) and relational well-being (i.e., how the relationships with others are 
impacted) of African-American lesbian women. Thirty face-to-face interviews were conducted in the homes and/or 
communities of the participants in the following states: Pennsylvania (8), North Carolina (8), Maryland (8), New Jersey 
(4) and the District of Columbia (2).     
Analysis of the data indicated that the self-identified African American lesbian women who partici-pated in 
this study were variously affected by anti-gay discourse, legislation and constitutional amendments. The effects of the 
phenomena ranged from no emotional connection to feelings of a personal affront.  The majority of participants felt so 
disconnected from the movement that, initially, they saw no need to get politi-cally involved.  They shared that they did 
not identify with the marriage equality movement because the issues that were endemic in their lives and the lives of 
other African Americans in their communities were not a part of the discourse on marriage equality (e.g., economic 
disparities, afford-able housing and safe communities for their families, equal employment opportunities, quality 
education for their children, homeless for LGBTQ youth, HIV/AIDS awareness/prevention and legal protections for 
transgendered individuals). While they sup- ported the main goal of the movement they did not see representations of 
African American lesbian women and families in the discourse nor in the media campaigns for marriage equality. 
Therefore, they did not identify with the movement for they viewed it as one based primarily on the agenda of White 
gay men.     
This lack of identification with the movement held true for all of the participants unless they found 
themselves in the midst of a statewide marriage amendment campaign or they became aware of the limited state and 
vii 
 
 
federal benefits attached to their legally recognized relationship status (marriage or civil union).  These were the 
turning points for many of the participants.  Nearly 57% of the participants had become so incensed by what they 
viewed as attempts to legislate discrimination and mislead the public regarding the intent of the proposed amendments 
that they felt compelled to get involved in community organizing and political advocacy for marriage equality.  Some 
of them testified in front of state legislatures and others worked at the polls on Election Day, held fundraisers, worked 
at phone banks and developed a website where people were invited to share their thoughts and feelings on marriage 
equality.  The website was linked to other sites where people could go to obtain information on marriage equality and 
the proposed amendment. The participants were driven by a need to educate themselves and the public on the potential 
benefits and consequences of proposed legislation and public policies.   
     The personal accounts of the African American lesbian women who participated in this study invites the reader to 
analyze the effects of anti-gay legislation from different viewpoints. For in spite of similar intersecting racial, gendered, 
and sexual identities; the participants' experiences of the phenomena were shaped by their respective sociocultural, 
historical, political, and legal contexts, the geographic locations that the participants navigated on a daily basis and their 
life cycle stages (young children, adult children, no children, and their relationship status).  The findings also 
highlighted how instrumental local and national civil rights organizations (e.g., National Black Justice Coalition, the 
NAACP and the Human Rights Campaign) were in expanding the discourse on marriage equality to ensure that the 
diverse voices and faces within LGBTQ communities were an integral part of the movement.   
 The ultimate goal of the study was to center the voices and experiences of African American lesbian women 
regarding the effects of anti-gay discourses and legislation and to reduce the gap in Couple and Family Therapy 
professional journals on this segment of the population.  Reducing the gap in the literature can contribute to the 
development of new knowledge on the effects of anti-gay agendas enhancing the ability of clinicians, researchers and 
social justice advocates to develop culturally sensitive protocols to service the needs of African American lesbian 
women and their families. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 
Statement of the Topic – Larger issue      
There is a groundswell of debates, legislative proceedings and constitutional amendments  
 
taking place across the United States regarding equal civil rights and protections for lesbian, gay,  
 
bisexual, transgendered, and queer (LGBTQ) individuals and their families (Levitt et al., 2009;  
 
Ronner, 2005; Savage and Stolberg, 2011; Stolberg, 2010; Urbino, 2010).  This issue of public  
 
interest is exacting phenomenal changes in familial, social, and political spheres as evidenced by  
 
legalized same-sex relationships (civil marriage, civil unions, and domestic partnership),  
 
changing family forms (same-sex couples adopting and raising children), and constitutional  
 
provisions to define marriage as that between a man and a woman (Moore, 2012).  Thus the  
 
outcome of these debates and legislative proceedings are manifest in city, state, and federal  
 
policies that either extend or abridge the civil rights and legal protections of same-sex couples  
 
and their families.  
 
According to findings from the following studies, (Arm, Horne, & Levitt, 2009; Horne,  
 
Rostosky, & Riggle, 2011; Lannutti, 2011; Levitt et al., 2009; Maisel & Fingerhut, 2011;  
 
Rostosky, Riggle, Horne, Denton, & Huellemeier, 2010; Rostosky, Riggle, Horne, & Miller,  
 
2009) anti-gay discourses and campaigns have had positive and negative affects upon the  
 
emotional and psychological well-being of LGBTQ individuals and their heterosexual family  
 
members. However, the participants in studies, that have researched the effects of anti-gay  
 
discourses and campaigns, have been predominately White with a small percentage of persons of  
 
color. For example, two of 13 participants in Levitt et al., 2009; 1of 18 in Russell et al., 2011; and  
 
1.3% of 300 participants were in Rostosky et al., 2010 were Black or African American. These  
 
outcomes have resulted in the researchers (Arm et al., 2009; Levitt et al., 2009; Rostosky et al.,  
 
2009) identifying the low rate of participation by persons of color as a limitation in their studies.  
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It is worth noting that the conclusion arrived at by these researchers is not a new discovery for it  
 
is reflective of what scholars, many of them of color (Battle, Cohen, Warren, Fergerson &  
 
Audam, 2002; Bridges, Selvidge, & Matthews, 2003; Greene, 2000; Greene & Boyd-Franklin,  
 
1996; Harper, Jernewall, & Zea, 2004; Peplau, Cochran, & Mays, 1997) have long ago identified  
 
as a deficit in scholarly literature.    
 
Anti-gay discourses and legislation are expected to impact the lives of LGBTQ  
 
individuals to varying degrees across race, class, sexual or gender identity.  However, the  
 
implications of this legislation in the lives of African American
1
 lesbian
2
 women and their  
 
families will not be known until their voices, perspectives, and priorities are centered in the  
 
discourses. Much of what will be discussed here is applicable to all sexual minorities; however,  
 
due to the limited focus on African American lesbian women in the scholarly literature, this  
 
writing will specifically focus on that population. A few comparisons will be made between  
 
African American homosexual and heterosexual individuals and families as well as between other  
 
lesbians and gays to highlight the similarities and differences between them. This is meant to  
 
punctuate the unique circumstances of African American lesbian women that may result in a  
 
different outcome stemming from anti-gay discourses and legislation in the lives of these women.     
 
As such, this study seeks to accomplish the following: 1) center the voices and increase  
                                                          
1
 African American – will be used interchangeably with Black as some individuals identify as African American and/or 
Black. In this study, African American will refer to 1) Black Americans whose ancestors were originally brought to this 
country from Africa as slaves  (Boyd-Franklin, 2003) and whose progeny were born and raised in the United States and 
2) Black Americans who were born in the Caribbean but raised in the United States and identify as Black or African 
American.    
2 Lesbian – For many African American same-sex oriented women, a lesbian identity was thought to be indicative of 
middle class and Eurocentric in nature, according to Battle and Bennett (2000).  Many African American same-sex 
oriented women utilized various labels (e.g. same gender loving, queer, bisexual, gay, other, and lesbian.).  In the 
survey conducted by Battle et al. (2004), 61 percent of the women who participated identified as lesbian.  This may be 
indicative of the demographics of those women in the study; however, it seems to suggest that a lesbian identification is 
in common use among African American women. It may also be indicative of greater tolerance and visibility of 
LGBTQ individuals. This study will utilize the term “lesbian” while acknowledging that women may utilize other 
labels if any at all.  
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the visibility of African American lesbian women in the discourses on marriage amendments, and  
 
2) address the gap in the literature via an exploration of the impact of anti-gay discourses and  
 
legislation in the daily life experiences (i.e., emotional and relational well-being) of African  
 
American lesbian women.    
 
Focusing on African American lesbian women.  
 
Dang & Frazer (2004) postulated that African American lesbians will be  
 
disproportionately impacted due to 1) the intersection of multiple marginalized identities, 2) a  
 
higher prevalence of parenting in comparison to other same-sex households, and 3) lower  
 
household income and wealth compared to other same-sex households. In order to appreciate the  
 
significance of exploring the lives of these women, we must consider the following. First, the  
 
limited research on African American LGBTQ individuals gives support to the idea that “gay”  
 
means White, male and higher than average education and income levels (Gates, 1999; Smith, 
 
2000).  The tendency to portray “gay” people in this way makes it convenient to ignore or deny 
 
the fact “that some of us are women and people of color and working class and poor and disabled  
 
and old” (Smith, 2000, p. 113) but even this kind of portrayal undermines the interplay between  
 
these diverse identities, among many others. Second, the limited visibility of this group of women  
 
in scholarly literature parallels their marginalized status within the socially constructed 
 
hierarchies of race, gender, class, and sexual orientation. Within these hierarchies, African  
 
American lesbian women, as well as other women of color are portrayed as subordinate and  
 
inferior. In consequence, the absence of their stories and voices in the literature further  
 
marginalizes them. Justice for all cannot be realized until injustice for all (i.e., all LGBTQ  
 
individuals and their families) is given equal value, discovery, and redress.   
 
Economic disparities. 
 
According to the Women Of Color Policy Network (2011), African American women are  
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economically disadvantaged due to race and gender based disparities. In 2010, African American  
 
women earned 87 cents for every dollar earned by African American men (Women Of Color  
 
Policy Network, 2011). The median household income for female householders with no husband  
 
present and married couples are presented below.  The chart reveals that Black female house- 
 
holders with no husband present (sexual orientation not identified) had the lowest household  
 
income across all groups except for Hispanic married couples with no husband present (Women  
 
 
Chart A: Median Household Income by Race and Type of Household, 2010 
                                                     (Women Of Color Policy Network, 2011) 
Black 
Female 
househo
lder, no 
husband 
present 
Black 
Married 
couple 
Hispanic 
Female 
householder, 
no husband 
present 
Hispanic 
Married 
couple 
Non-
Hispanic 
White 
Female 
householder, 
no husband 
present 
Non-
Hispanic 
White 
Married 
couple 
Asian 
Female 
householder, 
no husband 
Asian 
Married 
couple 
$25,563 $60,781 $27, 172 $50,410  $38,131       $77,661 $32,031 $72,752 
 
 
Of Color Policy Network, 2011). The gap in earnings impacts household income (wages, interest,  
 
profits, and other sources of income) and household wealth (the sum of assets: houses, cars,  
 
savings and checking accounts, and investments minus the sum of debt: mortgages, auto loans,  
 
credit card debts, etc.) (Women Of Color Policy Network, 2011). A persistent gap in wage  
 
earnings, occupational segmentation, and unequal access to wealth builders can manifest in a  
 
lifetime of lower income and wealth for African American lesbian women (Women Of Color  
 
Policy Network, 2011).    
 
The above data corresponds with what Dang and Frazer (2004) found on median  
 
annual household incomes for same-sex couples.  The data revealed that African American  
 
female same-sex households had the lowest median annual household income in comparison to  
 
other same-sex couples. This was especially noted when comparing their median annual  
 
household income to that of interracial same-sex couples in which one of the partners was  
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identified as African American. Economic disparities are further exacerbated if a couple who  
 
would have received a tax refund, had they been eligible to file joint federal income taxes, instead  
 
pays more in federal taxes because they have to file separately (Guequierre, 2011). Also, when  
 
the couple obtains medical insurance coverage through one of the spouse’s employers, the cost 
 
 
Chart B: Median Annual Household income of same-sex couples (Dang & Frazer, 2004). 
African 
American 
lesbian 
African 
American 
male same-
sex 
Interracial 
(Black/other) 
female same-
sex 
Interracial 
(Black/other) 
male same-sex 
White female 
same-sex 
White male 
same-sex 
$40,000 $45,000 $52,000 $67,000 $60,000 $69,000 
 
 
of that coverage is taxed as income (Guequierre, 2011).   
 
These additional costs and the ineligibility of other benefits available to married  
 
heterosexual couples are a result of the Defense Of Marriage Act. Enforcing marriage equality  
 
legislation at the state level and repealing of the Defense Of Marriage Act could offset some of  
 
the economic disparities that African American lesbian couples currently experience. Economic  
 
disparities will also be experienced across the life cycle as spouses age and retire. For example, if  
 
a partner becomes ill and/or dies, same-sex couples in legally recognized relationships may be  
 
eligible for state benefits but not federal benefits such as the federal government’s Family  
 
Medical Leave Act (FMLA), social security death benefits, veteran’s benefits, or federal pension  
 
plans (Taylor, Fry & Kochhar, 2011). These are only four of the 1,138 federal provisions in  
 
which marital status is a factor (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1997).  In this current  
 
sociopolitical climate that results in the passage of marriage amendments, it is especially  
 
important to attend to the various ways that multiple intersecting identities, (race, ethnicity,  
 
socioeconomic status, gender, sexual orientation, geography and education) influence the types of  
 
legal and economic resources that same sex oriented couples and families can and cannot access  
(Gates, 2011).  
 
Identifying the effects of anti-gay legislation begins by first recognizing that “gay” and  
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“family” are not mutually exclusive terms (Dang & Frazer, 2004). The data shows that many  
 
African American lesbian couples are forming family units and many of them are raising children  
 
(Ramsey, Hill, & Kellam, 2010). In the opinion of Dang and Frazer (2004), simply  
 
acknowledging the existence of these family units is significant in and of itself; however,  
 
consideration of the structural issues that exist alongside anti-gay legislative actions and  
 
constitutional amendments warrants an exploration of whether or not this segment of the  
 
population will be disproportionately affected by these changes in the law.    
 
Increasing visibility and voice. 
 
Engaging African American lesbian women in conversations to explore possible effects  
 
of anti-gay sentiment can engender a critical consciousness for African American lesbians; for  
 
that which one is perhaps not consciously aware becomes accessible for a critique, and can  
 
stimulate a sense of agency for African American lesbian women. hooks (1989), advances the  
 
idea that as subjects, people have the right to define their own reality, establish their  
 
own identities, and name their history. As objects, one’s identity is created by others, their reality  
 
is defined by others, and their history is named in ways that only define their relationship to those  
 
who are subjects (hook, 1989). The latter is more likely to occur when there is an absence of  
 
voice or visibility. According to hooks (1989), some women, who are oppressed, engage in what  
 
she refers to as the silence of the oppressed.  She describes this as a profound silence engendered  
 
by resignation and acceptance of their lot due to having been asked to deny parts of themselves  
 
(hooks, 1989).  Herein lies the significance of African American lesbians speaking in their own  
 
voices and telling their own stories for it is transformative. The transformation takes place when  
 
the stories of these women are shared.  Freedman and Combs (2002) informed us of how “stories  
 
need listeners as well as tellers” (p. 320).  It is through the process of telling and retelling that the  
 
stories take on enough substance to transform lives. This study is undertaken in the spirit of  
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transformative experiences in the lives of African American lesbian women as they share their  
 
stories and as I, as the researcher, witness and experience the telling of these stories with them.   
 
Through sharing their stories the visibility and voices of African American lesbian women will be  
 
increased within Couple and Family Therapy scholarship as it pertains to anti-gay political  
 
discourses and legislative.    
 
A Threat to Public Health  
 
According to Riggle, Thomas, & Rostosky (2005), the current social and political   
 
culture in the U.S. that denies marriage equality to a majority of LGBTQ individuals and  
 
families has created a stratified state in which those who are deemed inferior by virtue of  
 
their sexual identities, that intersect with other parts of their identity, are stigmatized and  
 
marginalized. This stratification of rights, according to Riggle et al. (2005) has also created a  
 
another stigmatized “second-class” status of citizens. As a result, LGBTQ individuals in the U.S.  
 
find themselves variously subjected to sexual prejudice at the individual and institutional levels  
 
(Herek et al., 2007; Herek, 2011).  Herek (2000) refers to sexual prejudice
3
 as negative attitudes  
 
toward an individual because of her or his sexual  orientation
4
 and/or sexual identity
5
 (p 19).   
 
Sexual prejudice also symbolizes heterosexuals’ negative attitudes toward homosexual behaviors,  
 
                                                          
3
 Sexual prejudice has become the new and preferred term to homophobia because it conveys no assumptions about the 
motivations underlying negative attitudes, and avoids value judgments about such attitudes. Homophobia was typically 
employed to describe individual antigay attitudes and behaviors, whereas heterosexism has referred to societal or macro 
level ideologies and patterns of institutionalized oppression of non-heterosexual people. The term homophobia was 
problematic for many because its’ critics note that homophobia implicitly suggest that antigay attitudes are best 
understood as an irrational fear and that they represent a form of individual psychopathology rather than a socially 
reinforced prejudice. Hence, the name of the concept changed from homophobia to sexual prejudice (Herek, 2000, p. 
19).  
4 Sexual orientation is a consistent enduring pattern of sexual desire for individuals of the same sex, the other sex, or 
both sexes, regardless of whether this pattern of desire is manifested in sexual behavior (Diamond, 2008, p 12). 
5 Sexual identity refers to a culturally organized conception of the self, conventionally, “lesbian/gay,” “bisexual,” 
“heterosexual” or alternatively “queer,” “questioning,” or “pansexual” (Diamond, 2008, p. 12).  
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people with a homosexual or bisexual orientation, and/or  communities of LGBTQ individuals  
 
(Herek, 2000).   
 
Sexual stigma
6
 undergirds sexual prejudice. Sexual stigma is” manifest in sexual  
 
prejudice at the individual level and manifest as heterosexism at the institutional and societal  
 
levels (Herek et al., 2007).  Herek (2011) theorizes that there exist ongoing tensions between  
 
individual and institutional levels of sexual stigma. This tension is reflective of the incorporation  
 
of sexual stigma within societal institutions (e.g., law and religion) that denigrates, devalues and  
 
discredits the individuals and relationships of all LGBTQ orientations and/or sexual identities  
 
(Herek, 2011). However, institutional policies do not develop by happenstance; they are shaped,  
 
informed, and voted on by individual citizens either through a ballot initiative or via statues  
 
passed by political leaders that they elect to represent their views (Herek, 2011).  
 
 Same-sex individuals and couples are discriminated against, albeit to varying degrees,  
 
when government policies amend constitutions to restrict marriage to that between a man and  
 
woman.  It is important to recognize both sides of this issue.  Establishing laws to define civil  
 
marriage as a state sanctioned institution between a woman and a man is not discriminatory, in  
 
and of itself. However, it is the result of such laws that bar same-sex couples from an equal right  
 
to civil marriage that is discriminatory (Riggle et al., 2005). This ineligibility creates a host of  
 
barriers that may exacerbate the couple’s social, economic and relational status (Riggle et al.,  
 
2005). While the current sociopolitical contexts are tainted with the tensions between  
 
heterosexism and sexual prejudice, efforts to transform societal institutions have been realized via  
 
triumphant gains as well as losses (Herek, 2007). 
 
In the opinion of Riggle et al. (2005), the sociopolitical debates pertaining to civil  
 
marriage engender a threat to the public health
7
 of the citizens of the United States. Although the  
                                                          
6 Sexual Stigma – “society’s shared belief system through which homosexuality is denigrated, discredited, and 
constructed as invalid relative to heterosexuality” (Herek, 2007, p 1).   
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objective of these anti-gay legislative policies and amendments are to deny marriage equality to  
 
same-sex couples, “one set of citizens cannot be publicly demeaned without demeaning the entire  
 
citizenry and creating harmful divisions within a society” (Riggle et al., 2005, p. 221). Therefore,  
 
it is important to not only conduct research that explicates the effects of anti-gay discourses and  
 
marriage amendments on citizens of the United States who are marginalized as sexual minorities,  
 
it is also important to recognize the effect that it has on all citizens. While the scope of such an  
 
undertaking is beyond this study, it is nevertheless important to highlight, for it speaks to the  
 
systemic nature of pro and anti-gay discourses and political actions. Increasing awareness of the  
 
effects of anti-gay discourses and political actions for all LGBTQ individuals, couples, and  
 
families; educating clients about the social construction of stigmatized identities, and placing the  
 
source of sexual prejudice within a social and political context can validate LGBTQ individual’s  
 
experiences of sexual stigma and sexual prejudice, and can help to alleviate inappropriate self- 
 
blame, internalized homophobia and depressive symptoms (Rostosky et al., 2010). This is an  
 
issue of public interest and as such it is crucial to not only recognize the impact of anti-gay  
 
discourses and legislative actions but it is also crucial that American citizens recognize that each  
 
of us play a role in the maintenance and destruction of social constructions that create barriers to  
 
equal rights and legal protections for all.    
 
Changing Family Compositions  
   
 A review of changing family compositions is significant to the issue of marriage equality.  
 
This is so because many who are opposed to marriage equality speculate that marriage equality  
                                                                                                                                                                             
7 Public Health – The behavioral science/health education end of public health focuses on ways that encourage people 
to make healthy choices. Specialists encourage people to make healthy choices and develop educational programs that 
promote healthy lifestyles and prevent disease and injury. They also promote more efficient uses of health services, 
adopt self-care practices, and participate actively in the design and implementation of health programs. Some examples 
of concentrations include mental health, aging, health promotion and disease prevention, public health practice, health 
education and behavior change, disability and health, and social research (http://www.whatispublichealth.org/). 
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will have a debilitating effect upon family compositions.  Yet historical accounts on family  
 
compositions clearly indicate that diverse family forms and fluctuations in the rates of marriage  
 
and divorce are not new occurrences in the United States (Coontz, 1992). According to Walsh  
 
(1998), “every generation has expressed doubts about the stability and continuity of the family.  
 
Each has thought it was witnessing the breakdown of the ‘traditional family’” (p. 27). Marriage  
 
equality will certainly have an effect on family compositions as these families become more  
 
visible and open about who they are and where they are.   Whether or not it will have a  
 
debilitating effect, whatever that may mean, is unknown.  However, what is known is that  
 
families have been changing for quite some time.  To deny the need to acknowledge diverse  
 
family forms based on fears that it will cause a breakdown in alleged traditional family forms is  
 
somewhat understandable given the cyclical expressions of fear and doubt when there are  
 
noticeable cultural shifts in family formations (e.g., increase in divorce, decrease in  
 
marriage, increase in single parenthood, delayed marriage/parenthood, etc.) (Walsh, 1998).   
 
However, it is  unwarranted and seemingly unjustifiable to determine whether or not same-sex  
 
couples can legalize their relationships based on fears about continued diversification of family  
 
forms that have been occurring for generations (i.e., family compositions have always been in  
 
flux). To limit the focus of these changing patterns to a possible negative effect on what is alleged  
 
to be traditional family structures falls short of a serious critique on destabilizing forces for all  
 
family units.       
 
Reports complied by the U.S. Census Bureau have indicated that household types, across  
 
the United States and across all racial and ethnic groups, are changing. Marriage rates are down,  
 
cohabitation among opposite-sex and same-sex couples has increased, as well as single parent  
 
households and single adult households with no children. The divorce rate rose during the 1960s  
 
and 1970s, but leveled off and has actually decreased since then (The Decline in Marriage  
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Survey, 2010). Current changes in family composition have been noted since the end of the baby  
 
boom era, during the early 1960s (Simmons & O’Neill, 2001). In 1960, 72% of all adults in the  
 
United States were married, compared to 52% in 2008 (The Decline in Marriage Survey, 2010).  
 
Around the same time period, scholars noted similar trends among African American households  
 
(Pinderhughes, 2002).  In 1960, 78% of African American households consisted of a married  
 
couple and this rate dipped to 64% by 1970 and 48% by the late 1980s (Pinderhughes, 2002).  
 
This is just a snapshot but clearly family structures have been in flux for quite some time prior to  
 
any realization of legal recognition for same-sex couples.   
 
In 1990, the U.S. Census Bureau added several categories to the relationship category, in  
 
an effort to better account for the growing complexity of household units (Simmons & O’Neill,  
 
2001). “Unmarried partner” is one of the items that was added to measure these changes.  In  
 
addition to collecting data on “unmarried partner” households, the U.S. Census Bureau further  
 
amended the relationship category so that householders could identify themselves as a same-sex  
 
or opposite-sex, “unmarried partner” household  (Peplau & Fingerhut, 2007; Rolark &  
 
O’Connell, 2011). The census does not ask questions about sexual orientation, sexual identity, or  
 
gender identity.  So a household is classified as a same-sex household based on the relationship  
 
between the householder and the adult partner and the genders of both adults (Cohn, 2011; Dang  
 
& Frazer, 2004; Smith & Gates, 2001).  
 
The counting of same sex households in the U.S. Census was noteworthy in 1990 for in 
 
spite of the societal unrest that ensued on the part of many who believed that public attention  
 
should not be drawn to LGBTQ individuals and their families, the decision to count same-sex  
 
households was a giant leap forward.  It seemed to have been an indication that the United States  
 
government recognized that family structures had changed, were becoming more visible, and the  
 
best way to plan for the change was to acknowledge them. Hence the changes to the relationship  
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category question.  That being said, the collection and analysis of data on same-sex households  
 
have been plagued with problems regarding the accuracy of the data. Gates (2011) opined that  
 
accurately collecting and analyzing data is a crucial first step to obtaining statistical and  
 
demographic data on who LGBTQ self-identified people are and where they reside. Data on  
 
same-sex households is of great import to policymakers and stakeholders in understanding how  
 
family compositions, inclusive of LGBTQ families, are diversifying.  
  
Rastogi, Johnson, Hoeffel, and Drewery, Jr. (2011) pointed out that public and private  
 
organizations use information collected from the census “to find areas where groups may need  
 
special services and to plan and implement education, housing, and health programs that address  
 
these needs” (p. 20). The need to obtain accurate census data is not simply to meet the needs of a  
 
segment of the population (i.e., LGBTQ individuals, couples, and families). Accurate census data  
 
is in the best interest of all communities and “whole” communities.      
 
Relevance to Couple and Family Therapy 
 
A systemic perspective has become increasingly critical to understanding daily life 
experiences or real world complexities (Patton, 1990).  Holistic
8
 thinking, opined Patton (1990), 
is central to a systems perspective that encompasses a matrix of reciprocating relational networks.  
Thus a systems perspective and perhaps a multi-systemic perspective is most appropriate, in that 
it invites one to view the interconnected and mutually dependent relationships and processes 
within these relationships at various levels across the life span. For example, the multisystem 
model utilized by Boyd-Franklin and Bry (2000), encompasses a systemic perspective that takes 
into account mutually dependent relationships that exist within and between systems at various 
levels (i.e., individual, family, extended, non-blood kin and friends, church and community 
                                                          
8
 Holistic perspective – the whole phenomenon that is under study is understood as a complex system that is more than 
the sum of its parts (Patton, 1990).  
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resources, social services, political, and legal resources). Such a model calls upon professionals 
“to view clients and families in…[a] systemic context, including the many different institutions, 
agencies, and systems that have an impact upon them” (Boyd-Franklin & Bry, 2000, p 7). 
Pinderhughes (1989) seemed to support this perspective by stating that, in order to understand 
emotional and psychological well-being, it is important to be cognizant of how the problems that 
clients bring into the therapy room are impacted by the multiple systems, familial relationships 
and the sociopolitical and cultural environments in which they live.  
When pioneers in the field of Couple and Family Therapy began to challenge an   
 
intra-psychic perspective as the sole cause of problems within families and moved towards a  
 
systemic perspective in their work with families little attention was given to contextual issues  
 
(i.e., gender, race, class, and sexual orientation or their behavioral manifestations) (Doherty &  
 
Baptiste, Jr., 1993). However, critiques of theories, practices, and research initiated by a feminist  
 
perspective began to take shape during the late 70’s and early 80’s as therapists began to realize  
 
that the predominant discourses in the field were those of White men (Avis, 1988; Goodrich,  
 
2003; Goodrich & Silverstein, 2005; Laird, 2000; Lerner, 1988; McGoldrick & Hardy, 2008;  
 
Mittal & Wieling, 2004) and that there was a lack of focus on the sociocultural and political  
 
contexts in which families were embedded (Avis, 1988; Carter & McGoldrick, 1999;  
 
Pinderhughes, 1989; Turner, Wieling, & Allen, 2004).  They also began to emphasize a need to  
 
shift their focus on issues pertaining to race, class, and gender so that it occupied a more central  
 
place in theory and practice that was less focused on a deficit perspective and more focused on a  
 
resilience and strength based perspective (Laszloffy, T.A. & Hardy, K.V., 2000; Pinderhughes,  
 
2002; Pinderhughes, 1989; Wieling and Rastogi, 2003). Beginning in the mid-1990s, additional  
 
critiques warranted another evolution within the field to include the lives and families of LGBTQ  
 
people (McGoldrick & Hardy, 2008). Internal critiques within the field have continually evolved  
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and clinicians, researchers, and educators have been steadily challenged to ensure that theories,  
 
research, and practice are applicable to diverse family forms.  For example, the American Family  
 
Therapy Academy (AFTA), a leading professional organizations within the field of family  
 
therapy, encouraged colleagues to support civil marriage for same-sex couples based on research  
 
and practice that have demonstrated that it is in the best “mental health” interest of these family  
 
units “to have a full access to all of the legal and institutional privileges, responsibilities, and  
 
obligations that go with civil marriage in the United States” (AFTA, 2004).   
 
 Principle 1.1 of the American Association of Marriage and Family Therapist (AAMFT)  
 
Code of Ethics states that therapists are to provide a professional level of care to individuals  
 
regardless of their race, age, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, disability, gender, health status,  
 
religion, nation origin, or sexual orientation (American Association for Marriage and Family  
 
Therapy, 2012). Additionally, AAMFT identifies family therapy as an intervention that is focused  
 
on alleviating relational problems within the context of families and larger social systems. If  
 
Principle 1.1 is to be upheld and family therapy is increasingly utilized as an intervention to  
 
alleviate relational problems for all families regardless of their multiple social identity status then  
 
ongoing critiques of practice, research, and training within the field of Couple and Family therapy  
 
is necessary.  In this current period of sociopolitical changes in which diverse family structures  
 
are increasingly visible, McGoldrick and Hardy (2008) encourage their colleagues to,     
 
break the constraints of our traditional monocular vision of families as White,  
heterosexual, and middle class.  We need to redefine the boundaries of our field to a 
cultural viewpoint that takes into account the diversity of our society and the way that 
societal oppression has silenced the voices and constrained the lives of individuals,  
families, and whole communities since our nation was founded. Racial, sexist, cultural, 
classist, and heterosexist power hierarchies constrain our clients’ lives and determine  
what gets defined as a problem and what services our society will set up to respond to 
these problems (p 4). 
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A recent review
9
 of the CFT professional journals revealed a dearth of scholarly literature  
 
on African American lesbians, couples, and families. Reviews of the extant literature by Huang et  
 
al. (2009) and Ramsey, Hill, and Kellam (2010) resulted in similar findings.  The reviews  
 
conducted by these researchers revealed that much of the literature focused on the experiences of  
 
White LGBTQ individuals and their families and men of color. According to Huang et al. (2009),   
 
researchers were more likely to focus on high-risk sexual behaviors, AIDS and HIV, and alcohol  
 
and drug use of LGB persons of color and less on “everyday life experiences such as familial and  
 
social relationships, work and school, developmental issues, and social justice topics” (p. 389).  
 
Battle et al. (2002) have identified these high-risk behaviors as pertinent issues within African  
 
American LGBT communities; however, issues relative to the family, community, economics,  
 
and politics were also identified as significant within African American LGBT communities. 
 
Beyond the field of Couple and Family Therapy, Greene (2008) highlighted how ethnic and  
 
Afrocentric studies often times proceed as if all members of the group are heterosexual.  This  
 
ignores the complexities of managing multiple marginalized identities, particularly, at the  
 
intersections of race, gender, class, and sexual orientation (Greene, 2008).   
 
McDowell and Jeris (2004) found that while researchers had responded to calls to focus  
 
on contextual issues as demonstrated by an increase in research on the intersections of race and  
 
gender in CFT literature, “none of the articles attempted to analyze the complex nature of the  
 
intersection of numerous multiple identities such as race, gender, sexual orientation, abilities,  
 
                                                          
9
 A recent review of scholarly literature, within the field of Couple and Family Therapy, supported this finding by 
(Battle et al., 2002). The review revealed a dearth of available scholarship on African American lesbians and their 
families. The PsychInfo database (1967 to July Week 5 2012) was utilized to explore eight journals9 within the field of 
Couple and Family Therapy. The following key words were explored in combination with the journals and the number 
of articles found are listed after the keywords in parenthesis: lesbian.mp. (8252), African American.mp or exp Blacks 
(215), African American.mp or exp Blacks and exp Family Therapy/or families.mp (182), African American.mp or exp 
Blacks and exp Couples/ or couples.mp (30), African American.mp or exp Blacks and lesbian. mp. (2), African 
American.mp or exp Blacks and lesbian mp., and exp Couples/or couples.mp. (2), and African American.mp or exp 
Blacks and lesbian mp., and exp Family Therapy/or families.mp.(2).   
 
16 
 
 
nation of origin, and class” (p. 89). The aforementioned reviews of the literature supports an  
 
exploration of the familial and relational networks that impact the lives of African American  
 
lesbians within social, political, and legal contexts and such a study is appropriate within the field  
 
of Couple and Family Therapy.  
 
This study will explore the lives of African American lesbian women, their emotional and  
 
relational well-being and the impact of sociopolitical context on these relationships.  This   
 
exploration will 1) extend the current literature on anti-gay discourses and legislation by  
 
centering the voices and unique experiences of African American lesbian women,  and 2) reduce  
 
the gap in the extant CFT scholarly literature contributing to the development of new knowledge.   
 
Such knowledge can enhance therapists’ ability to be culturally sensitive to the needs of African  
 
American lesbian women and their families.  It is hoped that this study will encourage future  
 
research to develop culturally relevant public policies on African American lesbian women and  
 
their families and contribute to the development of culturally relevant practices in the therapy  
 
room and classroom.  
Self of the Therapist 
My decision to focus on the phenomena
10
 of anti-gay discourses and politics is due to my  
 
personal experiences as an African American lesbian in a long term committed relationship with 
 
my spouse who identifies as an African American/German lesbian. On July 10, 2004, the first day  
 
that the New Jersey Domestic Partnership Act
11
 went into effect, we registered as domestic  
 
partners.  On July 10, 2010, we ritualized our registered civil union
12
 via a spiritual ceremony and  
                                                          
10
 Phenomena or the researched phenomena refers to anti-gay discourses, legislation, and constitutional marriage 
amendments.  
11 NEW JERSEY DOMESTIC PARTNERSHIP ACT: This law went into effect on July 10, 2004. It protects same-sex 
couples who have entered into domestic partnerships and heterosexual couples over the age of 62 under the New Jersey 
Law Against Discrimination. It also affords those covered with various tax, health, pension and retirement benefits 
(http://www.nj.gov/csc/about/about/regulations/discrimination_laws.html). 
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reception with family and friends.  
 
The social, political, and legal structures within the state of New Jersey created   
 
during the past eight years have resulted in the establishment of the New Jersey Domestic  
 
Partnership Act, the New Jersey Civil Union Act (2013), and the New Jersey Law Against  
 
Discrimination (LAD)
13
(Department of Law & Public Safety, 2013).  These laws have created a  
 
culture in which my spouse and I were able to plan and celebrate our ceremony with a reasonable  
 
amount of confidence that we would not be, at least, overtly discriminated against by business  
 
establishments and professionals that we reached out to and/or contracted with. However, this  
 
isn’t to say that as lesbian women of color, we were not cautious and vigilant regarding the  
 
possibility of experiencing some form of prejudice or discrimination (i.e., racial, gender, or  
 
sexual). Mahmoud (1998) indicated that vigilance is a way of scanning the environment for  
 
prejudicial and discriminatory messages that has become a cultural norm among many African  
 
Americans, and is an important survival skill for persons with marginalized identities. While it  
 
goes against the grain for me to acknowledge this, I do so because it is a part of my daily reality  
 
and I believe this to be true for many who are marginalized within society.      
 
Overall, our experience with planning our wedding went quite well While neither of us  
 
were surprised by the response of some religious institutions, I was saddened by the fact that all  
 
of the Black religious organizations that we considered declined to service us and/or did not  
                                                                                                                                                                             
12 NEW JERSEY CIVIL UNION ACT: Effective February 19, 2007, the law provides for the legal recognition of a 
civil union established by two eligible individuals of the same sex. Parties to a civil union are entitled to the same 
benefits and protections, and are subject to the same responsibilities as spouses in a legal marriage 
(http://www.nj.gov/csc/about/about/regulations/discrimination_laws.html). 
13 The LAD prohibits an owner, manager, or employee of any place that offers goods, services and facilities to the 
general public, such as a restaurant, hotel, doctor's office, camp, or theater, from directly or indirectly denying or 
withholding any accommodation, service, benefit, or privilege to an individual because of that individual's race, creed, 
color, national origin, nationality, ancestry, marital status, domestic partnership or civil union status, sex, affectional or 
sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, or disability (http://www.nj.gov/csc/about/about/ regulations/ 
discrimination_ laws.html)  
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return our calls.  This seemed to be a reflection of the beliefs regarding homosexuality and same- 
 
sex marriage held by many African Americans and institutional heterosexism within some Black  
 
religious communities.         
 
Fortunately, we had a supportive network of family and friends.  For example, one of my  
 
sisters was the coordinator for our wedding ceremony which was very special and much  
 
appreciated.  However, at some point I began to realize that I had asked her to take on more than  
 
coordinating the ceremony.  Though unintentional, I had in fact triangulated her in my  
 
relationships with other family members.  I had been honest with her about not wanting to deal  
 
with everyone’s tension and anxiety regarding my plans to get married so she had some  
 
awareness of what she was up against.  However, it never occurred to me that while she was  
 
buffering me from the negative energy, she was being challenged by it.  I recall her sharing how  
 
she had reached a point at which she needed to evaluate her own personal and religious  
 
convictions as well as her choice to support us in the way that she did. A similar situation  
 
occurred with a friend of ours who also helped to coordinate our ceremony.  She shared a bit of  
 
her process of needing to separate her personal and religious convictions from those of others  
 
who questioned her decision to support us. These sorts of situations presented themselves in  
 
many different ways with various family members and friends. I became increasingly aware of  
 
how some of my family members were being impacted and made it my intention, with some help,  
 
to allow it to be a natural part of the process and not to allow it to interfere with my own. The  
 
decision to allow things to unfold naturally helped me to gain some acceptance and to reframe  
 
what was happening.  I began to see that part of my experience as ways in which I was honoring  
 
and respecting myself, my relationships with others, and accepting where people were. It was  
 
nevertheless challenging because most of the people who were struggling came from my side of  
 
the family and I wanted them to be a part of my special day. Yet, as important as it was for them  
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to respect my choices, it was equally important that I respected theirs.  In that way, it was not so  
 
much of a challenge.  By reframing the experience, letting go, accepting and respecting the  
 
process I was able to grieve those losses in a healthier fashion.  It is important to note that my  
 
partner had her own process for she too was effected by these various dynamics that were playing  
 
out.  Although we were able to work through a lot of it together, she had to find her own way  
 
of making meaning of what happened and determine how she would work through it all.       
 
While the personal and religious convictions of many, in various ways and for various  
 
reasons were challenged, the family members and friends who choose not to support and  
 
celebrate with us were a small fraction of those who choose to do so. There was such support that  
 
one of our photographers became emotional as she shared how much she enjoyed participating in  
 
our ceremony and witnessing the level of support that we had from family and friends.  Based  
 
upon her own experiences of working within the LGBTQ community, she was quite familiar with  
 
the pain and suffering of many LGBTQ individuals who were disowned by families and friends  
 
because of their sexual orientations.  Also, many of our gay friends shared how wonderful an  
 
experience it was for them to witness and experience.  It gave many of them hope that one day  
 
they could experience similar support from their own families.   
   
 As a result of the experiences with family and friends during the planning and celebration  
 
of our wedding, I have gained a different perspective on how families are impacted by anti-gay  
 
discourses, legislation, and marriage equality or simply having a LGBTQ family member. I  
 
situate these experiences within the context of the “coming out” process for LGBTQ individuals  
 
and their heterosexual family members. The opinions of Greene (2008) as well as Johnson &  
 
Keren (1998) both resonate with me with regard to the lifelong parallel process of coming out for  
 
both the lesbian and gay person as well as the heterosexual family members.  As a lifelong  
 
process that is influenced, shaped and reshaped by major events (i.e., marriage, birth, death,  
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divorce) throughout the life cycle, I came to realize at some point that my family members and  
 
our friends needed to “come out” again in order to show up for us.  It is an unfortunate reality but  
 
it really speaks to the ways in which sexual prejudice influences the life experiences of LGBTQ  
 
individuals as well as the life experiences of the heterosexual family members: mother, father,  
 
child(ren), sister, brother, niece, nephew, aunt, uncle, cousin, etc. of a lesbian woman. Our  
 
families live their lives in the same sociocultural, religious, political and legal environments that  
 
we as, LGBTQ individuals live in. They are often times exposed to the same public and private  
 
discourses on LGBTQ sexual identities, same-sex marriage, and marriage amendments as we are.  
 
Yet their experiences of such are different from that of LGBTQ individuals, if for no reason other  
 
than the fact that they are not directly impacted by yet another marginalized social identity.  They  
 
are, however, witnessing and experiencing the impact of sexual prejudice and discrimination in  
 
the lives of the LGBTQ family member(s) and perhaps upon their relationship with the family  
 
member. This was an eye opener for me.  After being out for approximately 30 years, I had begun  
 
to take it all for granted (i.e., their ways of accepting me and my partners).  
 
Our experiences as African Americans, regardless of our sexual identities are very much  
 
shaped by the legacy of slavery as well as the diversity that exist among us (e.g., ethnicity,  
 
gender, sexual, class, skin complexion, religious/spiritual affiliation, geographical acculturation).   
 
As a result, there are a host of contextual factors within African American families, and  
 
communities that influences one’s level of support or opposition for marriage equality.  While the  
 
impact of this discourses and legislation on African American heterosexual family members is 
not the focus of this study, it is nevertheless a critical focus that warrants future consideration as it 
is seen to be a major factor in how some African Americans experience their sexual orientations, 
sexual identity, and gendered identity and the familial support that they can access. However, this 
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study does seek to explore how the relationships between African American lesbian women and 
their families are impacted by anti-gay discourses, marriage equality, and marriage amendment  
legislation.     
 
I have shared my personal story in an effort to position myself within the research and to  
 
explicitly state my personal experience with the phenomena which is recommended in qualitative  
 
research (Creswell, 1994; Dahl & Boss, 2005). While my personal experiences have the  
 
potential to bias my opinion of the research participants, the topic of interest, and the analysis of  
 
the data it has a greater potential to enhance my level of sensitivity to the experiences shared by  
 
the research participants enabling me to conduct a more in-depth interview.  
 
Explicitly stating my experiences is a way to begin the process that is necessary to  
 
achieve the “Epoche” in phenomenological research and data analysis.  According to Moustakas  
 
(1994), the Epoche requires that the researcher set aside prejudgments, biases and any  
 
preconceived ideas that may influence their ability to attend to the phenomena
14
 as it is given  
 
(Moustakas, 1994). Although I have begun this process by stating what my experiences have  
 
been, I will employ the Epoche throughout the research process.  
    
Theoretical Perspective  
 
This interpretive qualitative study will utilize Critical Race Theory (CRT) as a framework 
to explore this phenomenon of African American lesbian women.  Critical race theorists 
recognize the importance of the law, historical and cultural context when considering political 
interventions to mobilize against hierarchical structures (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Pellar, & Thomas, 
1995).  A strength of the theory is that it requires one to consider how the color of one’s skin is 
                                                          
14
 Phenomena – “the precise meaning of phenomenon in phenomenology: any object whatsoever considered insofar as 
it is viewed from the perspective of consciousness” (Giorgi, 2009, p. 93). It is also utilized in this writing to refer to “a 
fact, occurrence, or circumstance observed or observable” or “something that is remarkable or extraordinary” (Random 
House Kernerman Webster's College Dictionary, 2010). Retrieved from http://www.thefreedictionary.com/phenomena 
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characterized and categorized within American culture, how this intersects with other aspects of 
one’s identity, and how this influences how one is impacted by the law and their access to social 
and political resources.  Racism is a social construct and an existential phenomenon in North 
America. While it infiltrates and orchestrates relations between all people regardless of the color 
of their skin, the consequences vary dependent upon the color of one’s skin.   
There are a number of principles that are germane to CRT and variously applicable to this 
study; however only those that are deemed to be most relevant to this study will be explored: 
race, racism, intersectionality, and voice of color.  Race is perhaps the most visible and seemingly 
orienting identity in the lives of many African Americans.  However, race does not stand alone in 
terms of how one’s daily experiences are shaped.  Therefore, intersectionality will be utilized to 
illuminate the intersections of race, gender, and sexual orientation and how the  intersections of 
these social constructs create unique experiences in the lives of African lesbian women with 
respect to anti-gay discourses, policies, and legislation.  In consideration of the lived 
simultaneous experience of race, gender, and sexual orientation, this study will explore anti-gay 
social and legal actions through an intersectional format as opposed to exploring this 
phenomenon through separate and individual constructs of race, gender, and sexual orientation.  
Tension and ambiguity may be the result of attempting to explore the lives of these women from 
an intersectional perspective given the tendency within African American/Black communities to 
foreground racial identity and to background other aspects of one’s identity. However, the tension 
and ambiguity is a reality in the daily life experiences of many women who have multiple and 
marginalized identities.  Exploring and understanding more about the phenomenon of anti-gay 
sentiment in the lives of African American lesbian women who have multiple intersecting and 
marginalized identities will be helpful to advancing knowledge within the field of Couple and 
Family Therapy.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
Introduction  
 
Critical Race Theory is considered to be an appropriate framework for this study because  
 
it critiques laws that are complicit in upholding hierarchical structures of race, gender, class,  
 
sexual orientation and the institutional manifestations of these constructs.  As such, it invites one  
 
to consider the impact of laws (e.g., DOMA, Proposition 8 and Amendment One) in the lives of  
 
LGBTQ individuals and to consider how the impact is further shaped when multiple intersecting  
 
and marginalized identities are taken into account.  Beyond critiquing such laws and policies, it  
 
invites one to embrace a social justice agenda and advocate for social equality for same-sex  
 
oriented people. LGBTQ advocates and their allies seek social justice in the form of equal civil  
 
rights and legal protections for LGBTQ individuals and their families. The thick descriptions or 
 
detailed accounts characteristic of phenomenology, that are obtained through storytelling, which  
 
is characteristic of CRT can highlight the various forms of prejudice and/or discrimination  
 
experienced by African American lesbian women (Parker & Lynn, 2002). Exploring anti-gay  
 
discourses and legislation through this lens encourages one to externalize the various  
 
manifestations of prejudice and heterosexism and situates them within social, political, and legal  
 
contexts. Finally, a complementary relationship exists between critical race theory and couple and  
 
family therapy, for both emphasize a social justice agenda to amplify the voices and increase the  
 
visibility of those who are marginalized within society and the social inequities that exist as a  
 
result of such marginalization (McDowell & Jeris, 2004). Given this complementary relationship  
 
between critical race theory and couple and family therapy, it is befitting to conduct research on  
 
African American lesbian women utilizing these frameworks as points of reference.   
 
 Following the review on CRT, an overview of contextual issues that variously impact the  
 
daily lives of African American women generally speaking, and African American lesbian  
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women in particular will be considered as intersecting pathways of marginalization.  Statistical  
 
data on same-sex households and demographic data regarding changing public opinions on same- 
 
sex households and families will follow.  Finally, a review of the literature on anti-gay discourses  
 
and legislation will be followed by a summary of the literature review.     
 
Critical Race Theory  
The impetus behind the development of Critical Race Theory is steeped in the  
acknowledgement that the relationship between race, racism, and the law disadvantages racially  
marginalized members of society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). In the 1980s Critical Race Theory  
(CRT) was the latest development within the law academy to challenge law students and legal  
scholars to critique this relationship (West, 1995). As legal scholars, critical race theorists  
challenge the ways in which the social constructions of race and the behavioral manifestations of  
racism are constructed and represented within the law and society (Crenshaw et al. 1995).  
As a form of oppositional scholarship, Critical Race Theory challenges the experiences of  
White Americans as the normative standard (Taylor, 1998).  If normative standard is recognized  
as something that is based on who has the most social, political, and economic power, this  
suggest that what is normed as the standard has been deemed so by those who possess the most  
power and privilege and not based on the diverse realities of American citizens.   
As an oppositional scholarship, critical race theory is not limited to a critique on  
structures of power and race. In the opinion of Ladson-Billings & Donner (2005), our reactions to  
the word ‘race’ is so visceral, that some are challenged to see beyond the word and fully  
appreciate the value that CRT has for making sense of our  social conditions.  While race remains  
a cornerstone within the CRT movement, the analysis of the law, social and political forces is no  
longer limited to race (Ladson-Billings & Donner, 2005).  Today, CRT incorporates a broader  
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analysis for considering [various forms of] “difference and inequity using multiple  
methodologies” (p. 291). CRT also explores social injustices across intersections of race, gender,  
class, and sexual orientation among other identity statuses.   
Historical perspective. 
CRT’s focus on race relations and power has been steadfast, especially with regard to  
identifying and highlighting past and present social injustices through critiques of legal precedent  
and jurisprudent redress. CRT, in many ways, is an extension of traditional civil rights activism.  
Critical Race Theory scholars draw much inspiration and direction from the courageous and  
spiritually inspired civil rights activism during the sixties and seventies as well as previous  
generations (Crenshaw et al., 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  However, an aspect of Critical  
Race Theory that sets it apart from the established liberal and conservative legal scholarship on  
race was its dissatisfaction with traditional civil rights discourses (Crenshaw et al., 1995; Delgado  
& Stefancic, 2001).   
According to critical race theorists, traditional civil rights discourses resulted in an 
incremental and step by step progression towards civil rights, referred to as a social compact that 
variously undermined efforts to support racial justice and fueled efforts to fortify racial 
hierarchies (Crenshaw et al., 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). The indoctrination of a color 
blind philosophy during the sixties and seventies “excluded radical or fundamental challenges to 
the status quo and institutionalized racist practices in American society by treating the exercise of 
racial power as rare and aberrational rather than as systemic and ingrained” (Crenshaw et 
al.,1995, p. xiv).  Conceptualizing racism as rare and aberrational and/or isolated, identifiable acts 
based on the color of one’s skin “placed virtually the entire range of everyday social practices in 
America… beyond the scope of critical examination or legal remediation” (Crenshaw et al., 1995, 
p. xv).  This conceptualization of racism supported the status quo and failed to hold accountable  
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perpetrators of racism, except when it was deemed absurd. This perspective also acknowledged 
the existence of racism yet deemed it to be atypical and of little significance in the life of the 
person who was on the receiving end of such acts (Crenshaw et al., 1995). Consideration of how 
racial constructs intersecting with other social constructs warrants a critical review with regard to 
the impact of anti-gay discourses and legislation because the impact will be uniquely experienced 
based on the composition of intersecting racial, sexual, and gendered identities.       
Foundational perspective.  
 
 Critical Race Theory is an outgrowth of the Conference on Critical Legal Studies (Crits)  
that was initiated in the late 1970s.  The Crits were a group of leftist law teachers, practitioners,  
and students committed to exposing and challenging the complicity of the American law in  
legitimizing oppressive social conditions  (Crenshaw et al., 1995).  Crits challenged the alleged  
ideological distinctions between law and politics (Crenshaw et al., 1995). The law was alleged to 
be limited, unbiased, and neutral whereas politics was deemed to be open-ended, subjective,  
discretionary, and ideological.  CLS was a group of progressive legal scholars who occupied law  
schools as organizing sites for political resistance (Crenshaw et al., 1995).  They recruited 
students and left-leaning law teachers from around the country to engage in the construction of  
left legal scholarship and law school transformation (Crenshaw et al., 1995).  A major goal of  
CLS scholars was to critique the role of law in supporting and rationalizing an unjust social  
order (Crenshaw et al., 1995). By the middle of the eighties, a small cadre of scholars of color  
began attending Critical Legal Studies conferences and summer camps.  There were many within  
the legal community who were offended by the Critical Legal Studies contention that the law was  
neither apolitical, neutral, nor determinate; however, the small cadre of scholars of color who  
began to attend CLS meetings embraced the oppositional legal scholarship because it’s meaning  
resonated with a history of struggles against individual and institutional racism that they were  
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familiar with  (Crenshaw et al., 1995).  
Critical race theorists embraced the critical perspectives of CLS and saw it as basic  
building blocks for any real attempts to understand the relationship between the law and White  
power. However, while there was much common ground between critical legal studies  
and the emerging critical race theorists, significant differences between CLS proponents and  
scholars of color began to unfold (Crenshaw et al, 1995). People of color, White women, and  
others, according to Wing (2003), were initially attracted by CLS’ challenge of orthodox ideas  
about the sacredness and objectivity of laws that had oppressed minorities and White women for  
centuries.  However, as indicated by Crenshaw et al. (1995), some legal scholars began to feel  
that CLS, as well intentioned as they were, often excluded the perspectives of people of color and  
other groups who were marginalized within society and this was thought to have interfered with  
their ability to expand their analyses beyond the worldview of  progressive White male elites  
(Wing, 2003). CRT began to emerge as a self-conscious movement in 1989.  Critical race  
theorists perspectives cover a wider array of topics that question the effectiveness of conventional  
legal strategies to deliver social and economic justice (Wing, 2003).  CRT adherents are 
predominantly interested in critiquing and eradicating manifestations of institutional 
discrimination within the law (e.g., anti-gay policies and legislation) that, in effect, perpetuate the 
subordination of people of color and other minority groups (Wing, 2003).  
CRT Principles Beyond Law 
Critical Race Theory does not have a particular set of doctrines or methodologies.  It is a  
scholarship that is diverse in object, argument, accent, and emphasis (Crenshaw et al.  
1995). Although CRT began as a movement in law, it has spread beyond the discipline of law  
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Today, many scholars within the field of education, ethnic studies,  
political science, and family studies utilize principles and ideas developed by CRT scholars to  
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explore, challenge, and change the hegemonic or inequitable policies and practices within their  
particular area of interest.  For example, McDowell and Jeris (2004) utilized critical race theory  
as an interpretive lens to explore the breadth of scholarship on issues of race and social justice in  
the field of Marriage and Family Therapy.  Few (2007) also utilized critical race feminism as an  
extension of CRT in combination with Black feminism to provide a socio-historical perspective  
on the experiences of Black women and their families.   
 CRT has an activist dimension in that it not only seeks to understand social, educational,  
economic, political, and legal situations; it also seeks to change them.  It sets out not only to 
identify how society organizes itself along structures of race and other intersecting hierarchical  
structures, but to transform this process for the better (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). The aim of  
critical inquiries, opined Guba and Lincoln (1994), is to critique and to transform social, political,  
cultural, and economic structures that constrain and exploit humankind. The critical focus of CRT  
and its emphasis on intersectionality and the law, makes it an appropriate framework to explore  
the effects of anti-gay legislation in the lives of African American lesbian women.     
Basic tenets of Critical Race Theory. 
Race is a social construction.  
A basic tenet of Critical Race Theory is that race is a “social construction” (Delgado &  
Stefancic, 2001; Wing, 2003). As a social construction race “has become the core for the 
categorization of ideas about human differences” (Allport, 1979, p. 107).  Race is often  
times the predominant orienting identity in the lives of African Americans due to its visibility and  
also due to the meanings ascribed to the color of one’s skin.  Yet, critical race theorists refute  
ideologies that suggest that skin color differences, which racial constructs are based on, provide  
any clues about one’s character other than that which has been constructed by the majority  
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). There is no evidence that genes linked to the color of one’s skin are  
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connected to genes that determines one’s mental capacity or moral quality (Allport, 1979).  
Yet, alarmists and demagogues, opined Allport (1979) as a result of their own anxieties’  
have successfully constructed the category of race to justify their prejudices
15
.  
Critical race theorists posit that race is a construct or classification that society invents,  
manipulates, or retires when convenient (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Race is a concept that is 
defined within specific historic contexts, defines power relations in society within and between  
racial groups and influences the circumstances encountered by diverse groups (Andersen &   
Collins, 1998). However, no matter the historic contexts or particular circumstances, race as a  
social construct, has had and continues to have a major effect on intra-racial and interracial  
relationships within the United States that at times strengthens our resolve to recognize one  
another’s humanity and at other times erodes our ability to see such.  
Racism is not an aberration. 
Critical Race Theory posits that racism
16
 or pro-racist
17
 ideologies, concepts of which I  
will utilize interchangeably, is ordinary and prevalent within  American society (Delgado &  
Stefancic, 2001; Hardy & Laszloffy, 1998; Wing, 2003). It is not an aberration-it is insidious and  
                                                          
15
 Prejudice – “prejudgments become prejudices only if they are not reversible when exposed to new knowledge.  A 
prejudice, unlike a simple misconception, is actively resistant to all evidence that would unseat it.  We tend to grow 
emotional when a prejudice is threatened with contradiction. … The net effect of prejudice…is to place the object of 
prejudice at some disadvantage not merited by his own misconduct” (Allport, 1979, p. 9).  
16
 Racism as a system of dominance, power, and privilege based on racial group designations; rooted in the historical 
oppression of a group defined or perceived by dominant-group members as inferior, deviant, or undesirable; and 
occurring in circumstances where members of the dominant group create or accept their societal privilege by 
maintaining structures, ideologies, values, and behavior that have the intent or effect of leaving non-dominant group 
members relatively excluded from power, esteem, status, and/or equal access to societal resources (Harrell, 2000, p 43).  
17
 Pro-racist ideology is a generalized belief that espouses and supports the superiority of Whites.  This ideology 
reinforces the racial status quo whereby Whites are assumed to be more valuable than people of color. A pro-racist 
ideology also supports a system of opportunities and rewards that consistently privileges Whites, while oppressing and 
subjugating people of color (Hardy & Laszloffy, 1998, p 119). This term is utilized interchangeably with racism as it is 
the term utilized by the authors.  Also as the authors have indicated, it can be applied to persons of color, for example, 
when one internalizes racism they may act out of this internalization and inadvertently promote social injustice and 
inequalities in an effort to prevent others from viewing them or others like them in an inferior manner.     
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toxic, opined Wing (2003). Yet its ordinariness results in pro-racist ideologies being difficult to   
acknowledge, discuss, and eradicate (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001) for it is “useful in distracting 
 people from their own troubles, and proving them with an easy scapegoat” (Allport, 1979).  
 The social construction of racism classifies people within a hierarchy based on the color  
of their skin. The issues of skin color as well as race and racism have been significant issues in  
the lives of African Americans since their ancestors were enslaved in North America and it  
continues to be a major issue in the lives of many African Americans today, opined Boyd- 
Franklin (2003).  Although racism is a system of dominance and power that structure relations  
between racial groups, it has so permeated the psyche of Americans that hierarchies based on  
skin colors exist within all racial and ethnic groups within America and impacts relationships  
within families and ethnic communities.  
Pro-racist ideologies are injurious to our basic humanity.  They are beliefs and actions  
that denies a person or group fair or humane treatment based upon a racial bias and is rooted in an  
ideology of superiority and inferiority.  Although racism is often emotionally painful, recurrent,  
and can occur across a range of settings and across the life span (Levitt et al., 2009) many of us,  
as Americans, are quite uncomfortable speaking about race, according to Hardy and Laszloffy  
(1998). The discomfort in speaking about race or acknowledging color lends itself to an embrace  
of a colorblind philosophy.  A colorblind philosophy of which critical race theorists are opposed  
to, leaves individuals and those that they interact with vulnerable to unconscious and unintended  
acts of racial discrimination or racial insensitivity. Racial sensitivity, as defined by Hardy and  
Laszloffy (1998), is a recognition of how race and racism informs our realities. It calls upon those  
who are proponents of racial justice to be critical of and speak out against those attitudes,  
behaviors, and conditions that reinforce racial injustices (Hardy & Laszloffy, 1998).  An  
intentional practice of racial sensitivity is needed to create inroads to healthier relationships  
across racial identities.  No one, according to Sue (2010) “is immune from inheriting the biases  
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within society, all citizens are exposed to a social conditioning process that imbues within them  
prejudices, stereotypes, and beliefs that lie outside their level of awareness” (p 23) and results in  
unconscious and unintended acts of discrimination that have the potential to do the greatest  
amount of harm (Hardy & Laszloffy, 2008; Sue, 2010).  
Race as a social construct and pro-racist ideologies have great relevance to family 
therapy practices as the promotion of healthy relationships is central to family therapy (Hardy &  
Laszloffy, 1998).  An exploration of how race and racism intersects other parts of the identities of  
African American women can provide valuable information about how their emotional and  
relational well-being is influenced by anti-gay political and legal actions.   
Voice of color. 
A third tenet of CRT, referred to as the “voice of color” alleges that people of color  
have an ability to speak about race and racism in a way that White people do not (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2001).  It is a logical supposition for when the social constructions of race, gender, 
sexuality, and class intersects in the lives of people of color the stories are quite different when 
compared to those who are not persons of color.  The stories of people of color tend to be 
racialized and deemed inferior whereas the stories of White Americans are racialized yet tend to 
be deemed superior. This does not diminish the varied and unique experiences of White 
Americans for there are hierarchies within White America across ethnicity, class, gender, and 
sexuality that create inequities within those groups.  However, when we include the construct of 
race into the intersections of gender, class, and sexuality-there is a different power dynamic.  
The perspectives of those who are marginalized are qualitatively different from those 
who are privileged. The exercise of voice is a pathway through which knowledge is both revealed 
and discovered.  When people are able to speak for themselves, they speak about their truth as 
oppose to someone else’s perception of truth being spoken about them.   According to hooks 
(1989), speaking is a way to engage in active self-transformation.  “Awareness of the need to 
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speak, to give voice to the varied dimensions of our lives, is one way women of color begin the 
process of education for critical consciousness” (hooks, 1989, p 13).  As African American 
lesbian women with multiple marginalized identities, one may or may not be consciously aware 
of how anti-gay legislation effects their daily lives: individually or relationally but given 
opportunities to speak about this phenomenon is a way of raising their conscious awareness, 
promoting a critical consciousness, and stimulating a sense of agency.   
 Intersectionality. 
 A final tenet of CRT is that of intersectionality, which builds on the idea that our realities  
are historically and socially constructed (Hancock, 2007).  Intersectionality is a term that was  
appropriated by critical race theorist, Kimberle Crenshaw (Wing, 2003); however, it is an idea  
that was promoted by women suffragists and political activists during previous generations  
(Collins, 2000; Hancock, 2007). Delgado & Stefancic (2001) inform us that intersectionality is  
the notion that no one person has a single identity status that characterizes the whole of the  
person.  Each person has multiple social identities, loyalties, and allegiances that often times  
conflict and intersect with one another. Intersectionality examines how gender, race, and  
sexuality mutually construct one another, as oppose to exploring them as mutually exclusive and  
distinctive social hierarchies (Collins, 1998).      
 
Hernandez, Almeida, and Dolan-Del Vecchio (2005) provide a more extensive definition.  
 
They define intersectionality as an analysis of the intersections of multiple social identities;  
 
resources and the lack thereof that these identities confer upon an individual. Additionally,  
 
Shields (2008) posits that the privileged or advantaged side of social identities not only allow for  
 
avoidance of disadvantages or oppression but also provides access to rewards in the form of civil  
 
rights and legal protections that are otherwise unavailable. Viewed in this way, intersectionality is  
 
more than simply illuminating the intersections of multiple identities; it is also about how each  
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identity incorporates advantages and disadvantages that variously influence an individual’s life.    
 
Within the paradigm of intersectionality, distinct individual experiences and group  
 
histories dwell at the intersection of socially constructed categories of race, class, and gender  
 
(Collins,1998). For example, Black family structures are shaped by the intersections of multiple  
 
systems of oppression, as well as locations where such systems are reproduced (Collins, 1998, p  
 
27). A principal goal of critical race theorists is to identify these multiple systems of oppression  
 
and how the law undergirds oppressive structures while seeking legal remedies.  Scholars who  
 
promote an intersectional analysis espouse the idea that multiple marginalized identities (e.g.,  
 
race, class, gender, and sexual orientation) are socially and politically contextual; thus, they  
 
require social and political solutions that incorporate an analyses of intersecting oppressive  
 
structures (Hancock, 2007). Heterosexism as an oppressive structure must be explored in light of  
 
intersections of racism and sexism in an effort to fully understand the impact of anti-gay social  
 
and political actions in the lives of African American lesbian women and their families.   
Single-Axis Analysis vs. Intersectional Analysis 
According to Crenshaw (2003), a single-axis analysis is often times utilized to explore  
the lives of African American women yet this distorts the realities of their lives. This kind of  
analysis treats race, gender, class, and sexual orientation as mutually exclusive categories of  
experience (Harris, 2003). This is not sufficient in analyzing the lives of African  
American women or women of color (Crenshaw, 2003). Feminist politics and antiracist politics  
have been predicated on a discrete set of experiences, that have not accurately reflected the  
intersection of multiple and intersecting identities in the lives of Black women (Crenshaw, 2003).   
The problems that Black women tend to experience cannot be solved by simply placing them  
within established analytical structures, opined Crenshaw (2003).  In the 21
st
 century, Greene  
(2005) recommends that outmoded notions of a master identity be abandoned. Continuing to  
uphold a master identity results in a failure to acknowledge the diversity that exist within Afri- 
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can American communities and results in the silencing and invisibility of African American  
lesbian women and their families.  It further results in the inability of this segment of the Black  
community and LGBTQ community to influence public policies that impact their lives.       
Intersectionality is greater than racism plus sexism or sexism plus heterosexism.  There is  
no point in an African American woman’s life at which her Black-ness ends, and her woman-ness  
begins, or her woman-ness ends and her sexual orientation begins, or any part of her identity  
cease to exist. She is always all parts of her multiple identities and is at all times variously  
effected by her multiple identities. Bowleg (2008) opined that there is no single experience of  
intersecting identities, only multiple constructed realities based on one’s experience and  
conscious awareness of their intersecting identities. Smith (2000) postulated that the one thing  
that gets under her skin is when she is asked to prioritize one identity over another for “the sake  
of acceptance in one particular community…All of the aspects of who I am are crucial,  
indivisible, and pose no inherent conflict” (p. 125).  African American lesbian women are a  
diverse group of women who, as a result of this diversity, will be uniquely impacted by anti-gay  
legislation. There is not one story to tell about African American lesbian women and their  
families – there are many.    
It is then necessary for African Americans to see that the reality of a shared oppression,  
i.e., racism, does not make anyone immune to experiencing other forms of oppression that  
intersects the one that is shared amongst the group (Cone, 2005; Lorde, 1980/2007; West, 1999).  
Lorde (1980/2007) stated that the need for unity is often times misnamed as a need for 
homogeneity. According to Collins (1998), the issue of a collective identity around race  
or the maintenance of racial solidarity raises questions about the interplay of race in constructing  
other hierarchies. She further states that the maintenance of racial solidarity at all costs results in  
African Americans replicating, within their communities, the hierarchical structures of gender,  
social class, and sexuality that are so prevalent within the larger society. This suggests that the  
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silencing and invisibility experienced by many African American LGBTQ individuals may not  
simply be a factor that results from oppressive forces beyond the Black communities but may also  
be a result of factors within Black communities.     
Intersecting Oppressions:  Race, Gender, Class and Sexual Orientation 
According to Lorde (2007), real differences exist among human beings within society, 
based on race, age, class, and sexuality among other identity statuses; yet, these are not the 
differences that separate us.  Rather, it is the refusal of human beings to acknowledge the  
differences among us.  It is also a refusal to acknowledge the hierarchical structures that 
undergird these differences, and an unwillingness to examine the effects that result from 
misnaming them.     
Crenshaw (1995) identifies race, class, and gender as primary structural elements that  
affect the daily lives of many African Americans in her article Mapping the Margins; however,  
she acknowledges that there are numerous other compositions of intersecting identities that shape  
the lives of women.  As a result of these various compositions which is indicative of the  
heterogeneity that exist among African American lesbian women, one should expect that antigay  
legislative and judicial actions will variously impact lesbian women and their families.  
On the one hand, democratic promises of individual freedom, equality under the law, and  
social justice are made to all American citizens.  Yet on the other hand, the reality of  
differential group treatment based on [intersections of] race, class, gender, sexuality, and  
citizenship status persists (Collins, 2000, p 23).  
 
Greene (2005) augments Collins (2000) statement by postulating that every gender is raced, and  
every race is gendered and everyone has multiple identities that interact with other parts of their  
identity.  The following examples are presented to illustrate Greene’s proposition. 1) The daily  
life experiences of White female same sex couples can be negatively impacted, in a similar  
fashion as African American female same sex couples, due to the social constructions of sexism  
and heterosexism. However, the negative influence of their marginalized identity statuses, i.e.,  
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female and same sex oriented, will be offset by the fact that they are White, the meanings  
ascribed to people with White skin color (e.g., intellectually mature/civilized adults) (Collins,  
1998) and the advantages and privileges that are embedded in a racial hierarchy.  This is in stark  
contrast to African American female same sex couples. The interplay of race, and the meaning  
ascribed to people with black skin color (e.g., intellectually underdeveloped/uncivilized children)  
(Collins, 1998) often times exacerbates instead of offsets the marginalization resulting from the  
intersections of sexism and heterosexism. 2) A contrast between African  American same sex  
oriented men and African American same sex oriented women reveal that while both may  
experience the effects of marginalized racial and sexual identities, Black men will garner benefits  
from the social construction of patriarchy and sexism that renders them privileges based on their  
gender, albeit to a lesser degree than White men but nevertheless to a greater degree than Black  
women. 3) The third and final contrast is between African American opposite sex oriented  
women and African American same sex oriented women.  Here again, there is the likelihood that  
both women, regardless of their sexual orientation, will be marginalized as a result of race and  
gender.  However, the daily life experiences of opposite sex oriented women will be offset by the  
privileges rendered to them via the social construction of heterosexism (i.e., heterosexism is  
considered natural and normal in contrast to same sex orientations that are considered  
unnatural and abnormal).  Any exploration of the lives of African American lesbian women must  
incorporate the intersections of their multiple identities in order to gain a fuller understanding of  
their daily life experiences (Greene, 2008). Intersecting identities are not necessarily  
simultaneously salient; however, they do have a simultaneous effect.      
Racism, sexism, gender roles and sexual prejudice.   
Racism and sexism, opined Greene (2000), have profound affects in the lives of African  
American lesbian women. Yet the research on racism has focused little attention on sexual  
orientation and research on sexual prejudice and heterosexism has generally ignored racial  
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differences (Szymanski & Meyer, 2008). However, researchers who have explored the  
relationship between racism, sexism, and heterosexism have suggested that these intersections  
have had a profound effect in the lives of African Americans and is rooted in the enslavement of  
Africans, ancestors of today’s African Americans, in North America (Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Cole  
& Guy-Sheftall, 2003; Greene, 2000; Greene, 2008). According to Cole and Guy-Sheftall (2003),  
one of the most pernicious consequences of White supremacist ideology has been the  
perpetuation of damaging myths about Black sexuality….The most persistent and  
denigrating gender-specific racial stereotypes construct Black women as sexually  
insatiable and morally depraved (p. 155).  
 
The legacy of slavery and distorted sexual stereotypes that have persisted beyond slavery  
have shaped the social status of Black women (hooks, 1981), influenced the relationships  
between Black women and men (Greene, 2000), and influenced how sexuality is viewed within  
African American communities (Cole & Guy-Sheftall, 2003). The intersections between racism  
and sexism resulted in the economic and political disenfranchisement of many African American  
men and made it difficult and, most times, impossible for them to fulfill Western notions of  
dichotomous gender roles in which men were to be the sole provider for the family (Cole & Guy- 
Sheftall, 2003; Greene, 2000; Greene, 2008). In an effort to help support the family, most African  
American women needed to seek paid work outside of the home (Greene, 2000) as well maintain  
primary responsibility for the home and raising the children.  The notion of “traditional” gender  
roles was never the reality for the majority of Black families; yet, instead of situating the  
disenfranchisement of African American men and women within the contexts of intersecting  
racial and gender constructs, African American women were charged with wanting to be like men  
and making it hard for men to assume the position of sole provider for their families (Cole &  
Guy-Sheftall, 2003; Greene, 2000; Greene, 2008). In response to this charge, some African  
American men resented and blamed African American women for the economic and political  
disenfranchisement they experienced and viewed them as emasculating women who wanted to be  
in control of the male partners (Greene, 2000).  Perhaps, what is most interesting about this  
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dynamic was instead of recognizing the gender role flexibility as a strength within African  
American communities, the alleged reverse arrangement of “traditional” gender roles resulted in  
both African American women and men being viewed as defective within the dominant society  
(Greene, 2008). In light of the economic disenfranchisement experienced by African American  
women and men, the following question regarding traditional gender roles is posed for  
consideration: how does the embrace of Western notions of dichotomous gender roles serve the  
well-being of African American families? This is an important question to consider because: 
1) it can encourage one to examine the benefits or ill benefit of binary gender roles for 
themselves and their families, and  
2) it can result in a larger conversation about how to strengthen the welfare of all Black 
families, regardless of sexual orientation.   
What is the benefit of traditional gender roles for Black families and Black communities?   
  The relevance of the aforementioned question to this study pertains to the idea that a  
relationship exists between traditional gender roles, sexualized myths about Black women and  
men, the legacy of slavery, sexual prejudice, heterosexism and internalized racism within Black  
communities. Greene (2000) theorized that there is usually a connection between gender roles  
which are defined as “the constellation of behaviors a culture deems appropriate or even ideal for  
men and women” (p. 240) and the social constructs of sexuality and sexual orientation. The  
residual effects of slavery and sexualized stereotypes have so penetrated the psyche of African  
Americans that any behaviors that remotely lends credence to sexual stereotypes about African  
Americans (e.g., effeminate or emasculated Black men and emasculating Black women) are  
condemned (Cole & Guy-Sheftall, 2003). Although the intersections of racism and sexism  
strengthen these racialized sexual myths and the political and economic disenfranchisement of all  
African American women and men, regardless of their sexual orientation, the condemnation is  
especially potent when it pertains to Black sexual minorities whose behaviors and relationships  
do not conform to alleged traditional gender roles.   
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 Sexualized images of African Americans. 
 It is important to attend to the ways in which gender scripts, as previously identified, and 
sexualized images of African Americans or ethnosexual
18
 stereotypes that were most prevalent 
during the enslavement of Africans in the U.S. (Cole & Guy-Sheftall, 2003; Harris, 2009; Leary, 
2005) influences sexual prejudice and heterosexism. Although Greene (2008) theorized that 
ethnosexual stereotypes represent a complex web of racial, gender, and sexual stereotypes that 
were used to disguise the social reality of racial oppression and sexual exploitation at different 
times throughout the history of the U.S., these  stereotypes continue to influence notions of 
African American sexuality (Cole & Guy-Sheftall, 2003; Leary, 2005).  For example, these 
stereotypes are thought to be contributing factors to the sexual prejudice experienced by many 
African American LGBTQ individuals on an individual and institutional level.  Individually, 
African American lesbians are often charged with racial disloyalty because a lesbian sexual 
identity allegedly does not conform to an authentic “Black” identity (Greene, 2000).  At the 
institutional level, African American lesbians experience sexual prejudice or institutional 
heterosexism when they are shunned, expected to remain silent about their sexual orientation and 
expected to render invisible any visible aspects of their sexual identity within Black religious and 
civic organizations (Chideya, 2007; Chideya, 2008; NBJC, 2012; Martin, 2009).   
 According to West (1993) and Collins (2005) racial and sexual stereotypes of African 
Americans are so intertwined that black sexuality has become a rather taboo subject in America 
and a marginalized discourses within African American communities.   The marginalization or 
repression of sexual discourses occurs through vilifying sexual diversity and controlling public 
discourses (Collins, 2005; Richardson, 2003). Sexuality has become so taboo that Douglas (2008) 
                                                          
18
 Ethnosexual myths are created and perpetuated by the dominant culture and often represent a complex combination 
of racial and sexual stereotypes (Greene, 2002, p 936).   
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poses the following questions with regards to the residual effects of racialized and sexualized  
images:  
Has the White cultural attack upon Black sexuality impacted Black women and men’s  
view of themselves, of one another, and even the God of their understanding?  Has the  
attack been so obscure and penetrating that it foils attempts to grasp and understand its  
impact (p. 63)?   
 
This is a great question to ponder for the issue of tolerance or acceptance of African 
American LGBTQ individuals within Black communities is a legitimate one, particularly given 
the current sociopolitical climate.  Undergirding the issues of tolerance and/or acceptance of 
sexual minorities within African American families and communities are various manifestations 
of internalized prejudice and discrimination, opined Greene (2008). Is it simply easier for African 
Americans, in particular, to acknowledge that racism, sexism, classism, and heterosexism are 
issues that circumscribe our daily lives yet difficult to acknowledge that we have internalized 
these constructs and worse yet that we have a tendency to act out of them?  Our willingness and 
ability to recognize that each of us, in various ways, have internalized these constructs is relevant 
to whether or not we appreciate and respect differences, relevant to whether or not we advocate 
for social justice and social equality or maintenance of the status quo, and finally it is relevant to 
our ability to see how anti-gay discourses and legislation can be harmful to all families and 
communities, particularly those who are currently disenfranchised.    
Tolerance or acceptance?     
Variant sexualities are not a new phenomenon in African American communities, despite  
attempts within those communities to disavow the existence of sexual minorities (Richardson, 
2003). Black LGBTQ individuals have had a presence in Black communities for decades and 
most notably during the Harlem Renaissance (Greene, 2008; Russell, 2008; Smith, 2000). But, 
what does it mean to say that Black LGBTQ had a presence in Black communities for decades? 
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Were they more visible because they were more accepted in Harlem during the 1920s or were 
they more visible due to segregated communities (Smith, 2000)? Smith (2000) theorizes that the  
visibility of Black LGBTQ individuals in African American communities was perhaps a result of  
segregation and as a result, there was a different level of tolerance. Segregation  required that 
people live, work, and play in segregated spaces based on their racial identity.  So the question 
that was posed about tolerance or acceptance of African American LGBTQ individuals within 
Black communities during the 1920s is still a relevant question to pose in 2012.  Is it acceptance 
or veiled tolerance? According to Greene (2008), there is a range of tolerance and acceptance 
with some families being harsh and rejecting, some are loving and supportive, and others are 
somewhere in between.  Although this writing only considers the acceptance of LGBTQ 
individuals within their families and communities in brief it reminds one of the importance of 
exploring these experiences of African American LGBTQ individuals within their respective 
cultural and sociopolitical contexts. It is also relevant with regard to the level of social support 
that African American lesbians receive from their families.  Are they accepted, rejected, or 
respectfully tolerated and how does the answer to this question impact how these women 
experience the current sociopolitical and legal environments with regard to marriage equality? 
 Capitulating to a politics of inclusion.   
According to Russell (2008), prior to the 1950s the African American working class  
culture was much more receptive to variant sexualities and non-heteronormative behavior in  
comparison to the African American middle class. Yet, at the height of the Civil Rights  
movement, some within African American communities viewed Black homosexuality as an  
obstacle to advancing the social agenda of the movement.  Over the years, the Black middle class 
desire for full citizenship and respectability capitulated to a politics of inclusion that distorted, 
silenced, and rendered invisible variant genders and sexualities (Richardson, 2003; Russell, 2008; 
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Smith, 2000) and the narration of gender through a heterosexual lens. Perhaps this was most 
clearly demonstrated by the insistence among Black Civil Rights leaders that Bayard Rustin, who 
had theretofore been the chief strategist for the march, not be named as director of the 1963 Civil 
Rights March on Washington because of concerns that his sexuality would lead to a scandal of  
some sort and discredit the movement (Gates, 1999).  This capitulation was not only fueled by  
concerns about citizenship and respectability as a collective or group, it was also reflective of  
concerns about how the visibility of LGBTQ individuals would affect gender roles and functions  
within Black family units.   
For example, many within African American communities have suggested that  
same-sex couples and their families are a threat to the stabilization and or integrity of the black  
family unit (Cole & Guy-Sheftall, 2003; Dang & Frazer, 2004; Griffin, 2006; hooks, 1989; Smith,  
2000). Some scholars have opined that this concern is a remnant of a Black Nationalist sentiment  
that promoted Black male power and subjugated Black female power (Mason, 2009; Monroe,  
1998; West, 1992). Smith (2000), for one, opined that the conservative agendas of Black 
Nationalist scholarship clearly condemned homosexuality.  In the aftermath of the Civil Rights 
march on Washington in 1963, Black Nationalists’ disapproval of homosexuality concretized a 
Black male and heterosexual agenda within African American communities (Gates, 1993). 
Privileging a collective identity or racial and heterosexist identity determined which paradigms 
became the predominate discourses of African American life (Richardson, 2003) and which 
discourses would be marginalized and scorned.   
Concerns about protecting the integrity of Black families are legitimate but they are 
no less legitimate for same-sex couples and families than they are for opposite-sex couples and  
families.  “Whatever happens to Black women happens to lesbians; whatever happens to poor  
Black women happens to poor Black lesbians” (Ramsey, Hill, & Kellam, 2010, p. 9). When  
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Black lesbian women are unemployed, underemployed, experience gender and race based  
economic disparities, are fearful of losing their jobs because of their sexual orientation, struggling  
with addictions, emotional and physical health issues yet cannot access health coverage for  
themselves nor families, yes, the welfare of the Black family unit (same-sex/opposite sex), as  
well as the welfare of Black communities in which they live and society at large are at risk.  Are  
the problems that plague families and communities more a matter of family structures than they  
are an outcome of the structures that undergird family dysfunction?     
Enumeration and Demographics of Same-Sex Households  
 Americans from time to time ask why do gay people need to be protected by the law?  
Some believe that gay people are White, wealthy, highly educated men who already have a 
privileged status.  Some believe that being gay is simply about sexual behavior and not about 
loving committed relationships and families.  However, a brief look at demographic data gathered 
from census reports suggest that same-sex couples are establishing family households and these 
family households are quite diverse across race/ethnicity, gender, class, education, employment, 
and geographic location.  The identification of these diverse same-sex family structures warrants 
further exploration to ascertain what their needs are as families that live their daily lives in what 
is often times antagonistic communities all across the United States.     
The U.S. Census Bureau provides a snapshot of the diversity of same-sex households at a 
given point in time.  In 1990, two hundred years after the first census was taken, same-sex 
cohabiting couples were able to identify their relationship with another person of the same-sex as 
an unmarried partner (Dang and Frazer, 2004; Smith and Gates, 2001).  This was historically 
significant; however, concerns were raised about the analysis of data on same-sex coupled 
households.  For instance, in 1990, the Census Bureau staff changed the gender of one of the 
partners in same-sex households where the householder identified themselves as a married same 
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sex couple and reclassified the household as an unmarried opposite sex couple (Smith & Gates, 
2001). When all was said and done, the total number of same-sex households who self-identified 
according to the final count by the census bureau in 1990 was 145,130 (Smith & Gates, 2001).  It 
is also important to keep in mind that the U.S. census only counts same-sex households and not 
same-sex oriented individuals. Battle, Cohen, Warren, Fergerson, and Audam (2002) and Dang 
and Frazer (2004) encourage researchers, politicians, and the general public to be mindful of the 
following:   
While the Census does allow same-sex cohabiting couples to self-identify, it does not  
allow single people; individuals in same-sex relationships that are not living together;  
youth living with their parents; seniors who do not live with their partner  but live instead  
with their children or other family members; homeless people; undocumented  
immigrants; and of course, those not comfortable ‘outing’ themselves to a government  
agency to self-identify as [LGBTQ]…. Due to these significant limitations, the Census  
does not reflect the actual number or the full diversity of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and  
transgender people in the United States (Dang & Frazer, 2004, p. 13). 
 
During the 2000 U.S. Census, just as in the 1990 census, there were many same-sex 
householders who checked the married box.  However, this time, the corrective action on the part 
of the census bureau was different.  Same-sex households that checked the box for married or 
spouse during the 2000 census were reclassified as unmarried same-sex households as opposed to 
being reclassified as unmarried opposite sex households (Smith & Gates, 2001).  This resulted in 
a significant increase between 1990 and 2000.  The total number of same-sex unmarried partner 
households for the 2000 U.S. Census was approximately 601,209 compared to the 145,130 in 
1990 (Smith & Gates, 2001).  
 In 2011, the U.S. Census bureau discovered yet another miscalculation of same-sex 
households from the 2010 census.  This error resulted in another significant difference in the 
number of same-sex households.  The initial count of same-sex households was 901,997 and after 
detecting alleged errors, the official count was reduced to 646,464 households.  These sort of 
errors, resulting in such large discrepancies, created doubt in the minds of some advocates who 
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are suspicious of the motives behind these miscalculations of same-sex households (Smith & 
Gates, 2001).  How does politics, anti-gay sociopolitical attitudes factor into these outcomes, if at 
all?  Are these discrepancies simply due to human errors that normally occur across large 
aggregates of data, or are they endemic to socially stigmatized populations?        
Same-sex households with biological and non-biological children. 
The following data provides further support for obtaining accurate data on changing 
family structures.  It highlights some similarities in family structures between same-sex family 
units and opposite-sex family units.  Accurate census data can be quite valuable to community 
stakeholders relative to the diverse family structures that are living within their communities. 
Such information could inform decision making processes regarding public policies and 
community development.    
A large percentage of same-sex and opposite sex households reported the presence of  
children in their home, according to a 2010 American Community Survey brief.  Opposite sex 
couples (married/cohabiting) had a larger percentage of children in their homes. Of all couple 
households surveyed and/or represented by ACS in 2010, 91% of married opposite sex couples, 
88% of unmarried opposite sex couples, 80.4% of married same-sex couples, and 67.4% of 
unmarried same-sex couples reported living with their biological children (Lofquist, 2011). 
Married same-sex couples and unmarried same-sex couples reported larger percentages of non-
biological children residing in their homes(20% and 32% respectively) compared to married 
opposite sex couples and unmarried opposite sex couples, 10% and 12%, respectively. This data 
suggest that obtaining accurate census data extends beyond LGBTQ couples and families.  It can 
also be valuable to communities at large (i.e., the communities in which LGBTQ families reside) 
and the public good.  Anti-gay legislation, whether at the state or federal levels, must be viewed 
from the perspective of how it can support all families and not simply LGBTQ individuals. If the 
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majority of stakeholders in a given community are not able to see how marriage equality will 
benefit them as members of their respective community, they are perhaps less likely to support 
equal civil rights and legal protections.  This is a systemic issue that affects all couples, families, 
and communities.  LGBTQ couples and families, while often times silenced and invisible, are real 
families whose members contribute and benefit from community resources.  Accurate data on the 
existence of LGBTQ families is not a guarantee of greater or less support for equal civil rights 
and legal protections for LGBTQ couples and families.  However, it can assist communities with 
assessing and evaluating whether or not community resources are meeting the needs of the 
community at large.     
African American LGBTQ Community 
The Black LGBTQ community is as diverse as the larger LGBTQ community with  
regard to racial/ethnic, gendered, sexual and classed identities amongst many other variables; yet, 
few studies have explored the diversity within Black LGBTQ communities.  According to  
Greene (2008), an exploration of the impact of factors such as social class, gender, ethnic 
identity, sexual minority, religion and the dynamics between each are considered to be critical 
issues to explore in order to appreciate the realities in the lives of African American lesbians.  
Exploring and acknowledging the diversity that exists within Black LGBTQ communities could 
serve the purpose of working towards sociopolitical agendas that are culturally relevant as 
opposed to agendas that are based on what is “normed” in Black heterosexual communities or 
White LGBTQ communities.  It could serve the purpose of creating agendas of shared power in 
working towards equal civil rights and legal protections for each of us as a result of our 
similarities and respect for our differences as oppose to power over the “other” based solely upon 
our differences (Pharr, 2000).   
Re-conceptualizing oppression and seeing the barriers created by race, class, and gender, 
[and sexual orientation] as interlocking categories of analysis is a vital first step.  But we 
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must transcend these barriers by moving toward race, class, and gender [and sexual 
orientation] as categories of connection by building relationships and coalitions that will 
bring about social change [for the benefit of all] (Collins, 2000, p 87). 
 
According to an analysis of data from the U.S. Census 2000, 14% or 85,000 same-sex  
 
couples who self-identified during the 2000 census identified as Black or African American,  
 
(Dang & Frazer, 2004). The median age of individuals in Black same-sex families was 39 years  
 
of age for women and 42 years of age for men compared to 43 years of age for Black opposite- 
 
sex married women and 45 years of age for opposite-sex married men. Married opposite sex  
 
couples were older than same-sex couples and cohabiting opposite sex couples were the youngest  
 
of all groups (Dang & Frazer, 2004). African American female same sex couples, on average,  
 
earned about the same as Black cohabiting opposite sex couples but less than other Black  
 
households, according to Dang & Frazer (2004).  For example, African American lesbian couples  
 
in this report had a median annual household income of  $42,000 and Black cohabiting opposite  
 
sex couples had a median annual household income of $41,000.  However, the analysis of the  
 
data indicated that the median annual household income of African American male same-sex  
 
couples was $7,000 and $8,000 higher than Black female same-sex couples and Black cohabiting  
 
opposite-sex couples, respectively (Dang & Frazer, 2004). Black female same-sex couples also  
 
have lower income levels compared to other female same-sex households as indicated on page  
 
three.  
 
 
Chart C: Median annual household income of Black family types. (Dang & Frazer, 2004) 
Black Female 
Same-sex 
couple 
Black Male same-
sex couple 
Black Cohabiting 
Opposite-sex 
couples 
Black women – 
single parents 
Black male – 
single parents 
$42,000.00 $49,000.00 $41,000.00 $21,000.00 $33,000.00 
 
 
Dang and Frazer (2004) indicated that these differences were reflective of socioeconomic patterns 
between Blacks and Whites nationwide.  These economic disparities, according to Bowleg 
(2008), are indicative of the structural inequalities that circumscribe the lives of many African 
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American sexual minorities at the intersections of race, gender, and sexual orientation.  Such 
disparities can create additional challenges in the lives of African American lesbian women who 
are raising children.   
Black same-sex households are nearly two times as likely as White same-sex households  
to include at least one child (Battle et al., 2002; Dang & Frazer, 2004; Gates, 2011). Black female  
 
same-sex households are more likely than any other group to have biological and non-biological  
 
children residing in their home.  The higher percentage of African-American women with  
 
children in their home is more likely due to the existence of a previous opposite-sex relationship,  
 
and coming out at a later age due to sexual prejudice (Gates, 2011). What is the effect of anti-gay  
 
legislation on these family units?   
 
 
Chart D: Same-sex households that have at least one biological child (Dang & Frazer, 2004) 
Black female same-sex White female same-sex Black male same-sex White male same-sex 
56% 34% 41% 22% 
Same-sex households that have at least one non-biological child (Dang & Frazer, 2004) 
14% 6% 10% 3% 
 
 Silencing and rendering virtually invisible these same-sex families is costly to 
individuals, families, and communities.  It can affect the emotional, spiritual, and relational well-
being of the all family members.  The near invisibility of African American same-sex families 
places children, those who are most vulnerable, at risk of harm within their homes as well as 
outside of them.  When anti-gay legislation denies equal civil rights and legal protections to 
African American lesbian women who are raising children and other LGBTQ individuals who are 
raising children, the well-being of many children and families is at risk.     
Anti-Gay Legislation 
Federal and state governments develop policies that promote family formation and family  
 
stability in the interest of strengthening communities and contributing to the common good,  
 
according to Dang and Frazer (2004); yet, many same sex couples are not able to reap the   
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benefits of such policies due to anti-gay legislation.  Discrimination against same-sex couples  
 
is condoned, permitted, and sometimes required by law, opined Achtenberg & Newcombe  
 
(1990). In addition to the practical problems that anti-gay legislative actions creates for many  
 
same sex couples and their families, these laws have the potential of conveying a message to the  
 
American public that same-sex couples and families do not exist (Achtenberg & Newcombe,  
 
1990).   
 
Legislation that abridges the civil rights and legal protections of U.S. citizens places a  
 
multitude of families at risk. These risks are variable and are dependent upon the degree of power  
 
or privilege that one possesses and can access as a result of their intersecting identities. Although  
 
state and federal governments create policies to promote family formations and stability for  
 
opposite-sex couples, according to Dang and Frazer (2004), they also enact state and federal  
 
policies (i.e., marriage amendments) to discourage family formations between same-sex couples  
 
that can have the effect of destabilizing these family units.     
 
 Defense Of Marriage Act. 
 
In September 1996, the Defense of Marriage Act was signed into law by President Bill  
 
Clinton (Defense of Marriage Act of 1996, Pub L. No. 104-199, §7, 110 Stat. 2419 (1996). The  
 
Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), reads as follows:   
 
No State, territory, or possession of the United States, or Indian tribe, shall be required to  
give effect to any public act, record, or judicial proceeding of any other State, territory,  
possession, or tribe respecting a relationship between persons of the same-sex that is  
treated as a marriage under the laws of such other State, territory, possession, or tribe, or 
a right or claim arising from such relationship (H.R. 3396, 1996). This act further amends 
the United States Code to define ‘marriage’ and ‘spouse’ as follows: In determining the  
meaning of any Act of Congress, or of any ruling, regulation, or interpretation of the  
various administrative bureaus and agencies of the United States, the word ‘marriage’ 
means only a legal union between one man and one woman as husband and wife, and the 
word ‘spouse’ refers only to a person of the opposite sex who is a husband or a wife  
(H.R. 3396, 1996).   
 
 Anti-gay legislation, such as the DOMA, that denies same-sex couples who legalize their  
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relationships from being recognized at the federal level and in neighboring states creates a second  
 
class citizenship for the spouse/wife/husband or significant other in same-sex couples.  Such  
 
legislation serves to maintain current hierarchies of power by privileging the identities and  
 
relationships of opposite sex couples and marginalizing the identities and relationships of same- 
 
sex couples and their families, according to Rostosky, Riggle, Horne, Denton, & Huellemeier  
 
(2010).  As a result of DOMA
19
, a same-sex couple who has a civil marriage or civil union in  
 
their state of residence and enters another state that does not legalize same-sex relationships can  
 
be denied the rights and privileges that would be due to a married opposite sex couple in the state  
 
that they have entered.  Additionally, they are denied the rights and privileges that they are  
 
entitled to as a legally recognized couple in their state of residence. If an emergency arises and a  
 
life or death decision needs to be made, it is possible that state authorities and hospital officials  
 
could deny the partner/spouse the right to make decisions for their partner and/or children. Also,  
 
same-sex couples whose relationships are legalized via civil marriage, civil union, or domestic  
 
partnership are not entitled to federal benefits that opposite sex married couples are entitled to,  
 
e.g., social security benefits, federal income taxes, medical care/benefits, military and veteran’s  
 
benefits (Battle et al., 2002; Dang & Frazer, 2004; Levitt et al.,2009; Ronner, 2005). This double  
 
standard  creates a separate and unequal status for same-sex couples and creates undue hardships  
 
                                                          
19 As of June 26, 2013 the Supreme Court of the United States ruled in favor of United States v. Windsor and repealed 
Section 3 of the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA). Section three of DOMA pertains to the definition of “marriage” 
and “spouse” as the U.S. Congress defined it.  The Justices opined that DOMA was a deviation from the usual tradition 
of the federal government to recognize and accept state definitions of marriage and deprived same-sex couples the 
benefits and responsibilities that come with the federal recognition of their marriage. According to the Opinion of the 
Court in United States v. Windsor: DOMA undermined both the public and private significance of state-sanctioned 
same-sex marriages; for it tells those couples, and all the world, that their otherwise valid marriages are unworthy of 
federal recognition.  This places same-sex couples in an unstable position of  being in a second tier marriage.  The 
differentiation demeans the couple….And it humiliates tens of thousands of children now being raised by same-sex 
couples. …DOMA instructs all federal officials, and indeed all persons with whom same-sex couples interact, 
including their own children, that their marriage is less worthy than the marriages of others (United States v. Winsor, 
570 U.S. 12-307, 2013, p. 22). 
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for many same-sex couples.      
 
Respect for Marriage Act. 
 
As a measure to reverse second class citizenship status and the separate and unequal laws  
 
that privilege the identities and relationships of opposite sex couples while marginalizing the  
 
identities and relationships of same-sex couples, Senator Feinstein of California in the U.S.  
 
Senate and Representative Nadler in the House of Representatives (S. 598, 2011) are encouraging  
 
their colleagues to support and vote into law the Respect for Marriage Act (H.R. 1116 , 2011; S.  
 
598, 2011).  This act would amend the Defense of Marriage Act; repealing a provision that  
 
absolves states, territories, possessions, or Indian tribes from recognizing any public act, record,  
 
or judicial proceeding of any other state, territory, possession, or tribe respecting a same-sex  
 
marriage (H.R. 1116, 2011).  It would also amend the definitions of ‘marriage’ and ‘spouse’ for  
 
purposes of any federal law in which marital status is a factor.  This would entitle married same- 
 
sex couples to over 1,100 federal benefits and protections that they are currently denied as a result  
 
of DOMA even if they travel to another state (Human Rights Campaign, 2011). This could have a  
 
tremendous impact on the well-being of many same-sex couples, children, families, and  
 
communities.  Extending state and federal benefits that are currently denied to same-sex couples  
 
in legalized relationships could make the difference between whether or not a family is able to  
 
secure resources that helps to promote a health level of functioning and self-sufficiency.  When  
 
the needs of individuals in the family can be sufficiently satisfied by the family members, the  
 
functioning of the family unit is more likely to be satisfactory and this contributes to the well- 
 
being of the entire community.      
 
Marriages, Civil Unions, Domestic Partnerships. 
Currently, there are seven states: Washington, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Iowa, 
Vermont, New Hampshire, New York, and the District of Columbia that have full marriage 
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equality, i.e., marriage is legal for same-sex couples (National Conference of State Legislatures, 
2012).  There are five states: New Jersey, Delaware, Hawaii, Illinois, and Rhode Island that 
legalize same-sex relationships in the form of Civil Unions, according to the National Conference 
of State Legislatures (NCSL) (2012).  California, Nevada, Oregon, Maine, and Wisconsin allow 
domestic partnerships with varying state level spousal rights to unmarried same-sex couples 
(NCSL, 2012).  This information is an important aspect of this study because according to the 
literature (e.g., Levitt et al, 2009), LGBTQ individuals who reside in states that offer some form 
of legal recognition for same-sex couples experience less emotional and psychological distress in 
comparison to LGBTQ individuals who reside in the 38 states that have statutory or constitutional 
provisions defining marriage as that between a man and a woman (NCLS, 2011; NCSL, 2012).  
From a research perspective, this is an area of exploratory consideration, as it can help to 
determine what are the best public policy measures and clinical interventions for clinicians.  Also, 
from the perspective of the clinician, it is a factor that, at a minimum, should be considered as a 
contributing factor to the client’s presenting issues in the therapy room.   
 Societal level support for same-sex marriage/changing family structures.  
Social supports, whether from the family, friends, or the LGBTQ community have been 
identified as valuable in offsetting emotional and psychological distress that results from 
antagonistic social and political environments (Levitt et al., 2009). The family is often a primary 
source of support for African American lesbians (Greene, 2000).  As social and political climates 
continue to shift in response to changing family structures for same-sex and opposite-sex 
households, what impact will these shifts have on the level of support or lack thereof for same-
sex marriage?  In view of various intersections of marginalized and privileged identities among 
African American lesbian women, what impact will the growing societal support for same-sex 
marriage have in the lives of these women and their families?   
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A poll in 2010 indicated that Americans were more in favor of same-sex marriage 
compared to previous years (Support for Same-sex Marriage Survey, 2010). The American public 
is divided almost evenly today on the issue of legalizing gay marriage: 46% favor allowing gays 
and lesbians to marry legally, approximately 40% are opposed (The Generation Gap, 2012; 
Smith, 2011), and 14% are in the middle, neither agreeing nor disagreeing (Smith, 2011). The 
shift is occurring across many demographic, political, and religious persuasions according to a 
report released by the Pew Research Center’s Support for Same-sex Marriage Survey (2010).   
Over the past 50 years, after decades of demographic, economic and social changes, the 
structure and composition of the American family has been transformed and at the center of the 
transformation is the shrinking institution of heterosexual marriage (The Decline of Marriage, 
2010).  In recent decades, marriage rates have fallen, divorce rates had increased but have gone 
down since the 1980s, and the defining characteristics of marriage and family have changed 
(Stephenson & Wolfers, 2007).  The pre-eminent family unit of the mid-20th century—mom, dad 
and the kids— has been increasingly replaced by a variety of new arrangements, giving rise to a 
broader and evolving definition of what constitutes a family (The Decline of Marriage, 2010). 
Americans seem increasingly open to the idea that marriage need not be the only path to 
family formation (The Decline of Marriage, 2010).  Fully 86% say a single parent and child 
constitute a family; (80%) say an unmarried couple living together with a child is a family; and 
63% say a gay or lesbian couple raising a child is a family. In spite of these statistics, Americans 
view the sweeping changes in family arrangements that have occurred over the past half century 
with a mixture of acceptance and unease (The Decline in Marriage, 2010). Not surprisingly, the 
people who are living in new arrangements—cohabiting couples or single parents, for example—
are the most accepting of these changes.. So too are the younger adults, who have grown up in a 
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world where single parents, same-sex couples and working mothers are more of a fact of life than 
they were for older generations (The Decline in Marriage, 2010).   
Age is strongly linked to attitudes about gay marriage according to the Decline in 
Marriage Survey (2010). The younger generational cohorts are much more supportive of 
legalizing same-sex marriage (Support for Same-sex Marriage Survey, 2010; Smith, 2011).  In 
spite of the opposition especially among the older generations, each cohort has shown an increase 
in support of legalizing same-sex marriage since the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) was 
enacted in 1996 (The Generational Gap Survey, 2011; Support for Same-sex Marriage Survey, 
2010).   
Over the course of the past 15 years each younger generation has been more supportive 
of gay marriage than those older than them. As the younger generations make up a larger 
share of the public, the balance of opinion shifts inexorably in that direction. But the shift 
toward support for gay marriage has been steeper in recent years because this 
generational replacement has been augmented by significant attitude changes within older 
generations as well” (The Generation Gap Survey, 2011, p. 84).  
 
For example, the opposition against same-sex marriage within the Boomers cohort has  
 
typically remained above the 50% mark. However, support for same-sex marriage is increasing as  
 
evidenced by the 42% support from within this cohort in 2011 compared to 26% in 1996. Of the  
 
total respondents that participated in The Generation Gap Survey (2011), 46% supported same- 
 
sex marriage, 44% were opposed and 9% indicated that they didn’t know.   
 
  
Chart E: Percentage that supports same-sex marriage 
 (The Support for same-sex marriage survey, 2010; The Generation Gap Survey, 2011) 
  2010 Favor 2011 2010 Oppose 2011 2011 
Millennial Born after 1981 53%              59% 39%                35% 7% Don’t Know 
Generation X Born 1965-1980 48%              50%  43%                42% 8% Don’t Know 
Baby 
Boomers 
Born 1946-1964 38%              42%                   52%           48% 10% Don’t Know 
Silent 
Generation 
Born 1928-1945 29%              33% 59%                55%                      12% Don’t Know 
 
 
Attitudes about same-sex marriage are also linked to gender, race, ethnicity, as well as one’s  
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educational level (Support for Same-sex Marriage Survey, 2010).   
 
 
Chart F: Demographics that support and oppose same-sex marriage in 
2010 (The Support for same-sex marriage survey, 2010). 
 Support Oppose 
Women 46%  
Men 38%  
Non-Hispanic Whites 44% 46% 
Hispanics 41% 47% 
Non-Hispanic Blacks 30% 60% 
College graduate plus 52% 39% 
Some college 46% 45% 
High school or less 34% 55% 
 
 
As the social and political discourses intensify and shift towards support for same-sex 
marriage, what will be the effect on similar cohorts within African  American communities?  
What will be the effect on African American lesbian women who choose, when they can, to 
legalize their relationships or cohabit as a family?  In a survey conducted by Ramsey, Hill, and 
Kellam (2010)  more than half of the 1,569 African American women who participated in the 
National Black Lesbian Needs Assessment indicated that they are co- parenting children with a 
same-sex partner, plan to co-parent with a same-sex partner, or have co-parented children with a 
same-sex partner.  The acknowledgement on the part of these women that they have parented, are 
currently co-parenting or plan to co-parent with a same sex partner raises the following question, 
who benefits from the silencing of these voices and the invisibility of these families?  How does 
silencing and rendering invisible lesbian women and their families protect against racial and 
sexual stereotypes about African American women and men?  How does it benefit Black families, 
communities, and society?    
The emotional and psychological distress experienced by many LGBTQ people may be 
exacerbated for African American lesbian women and their families when they are silenced and 
invisible, according to findings by Ramsey, Hill, and Kellam (2010). “Black lesbians face 
invisibility on two fundamental levels:  coerced invisibility to protect jobs or other social relations 
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and absence from formal discourses” (Ramsey, Hill, and Kellam, 2010, p. 9).  These researchers 
also postulate that invisibility negatively impacts physical health outcomes for African American 
lesbian women (Ramsey, Hill, & Kellam, 2010). Increased visibility of African American lesbian 
women within and beyond Black communities is a call for safety and protection (lack of 
acknowledgment of domestic violence in same-sex relationships), a call to save lives (lack of 
adequate medical and mental health services), and a “call to be recognized as a family unit with 
all the legal rights and privileges granted by law through legally recognized marriages” (Ramsey, 
Hill & Kellam, 2010, p 2).  These calls for visibility warrant exploration of the emotional and 
relational well-being of African American lesbian family units generally speaking with a 
particular focus on the impact of anti-gay discourses and legislation in the lives of African 
American lesbians and their families.  
Exploring the effects of anti-gay initiatives.    
Within the past decade, researchers like Rostosky, Riggle, Horne, Miller (2009), Maisel 
& Fingerhut et al. (2011), and Russell, Bohan, McCarroll & Smith (2011), have begun to explore 
the effects of anti-gay agendas and legislation on the lives of sexual minorities and their familial 
and social networks. Some of the studies have explored the effects of anti-gay campaigns prior to 
elections in which voters were voting to extend or restrict the civil rights and legal protections for 
LGBTQ couples, and families.  Other studies have explored the effects of anti-gay initiatives after 
they were voted on and, in effect, restricted the rights of LGBTQ individuals, couples, and 
families. The results of these studies have evidenced both  positive and negative effects; however, 
the negative effects on emotional and psychological well-being, intimate relationships, familial 
and social networks have been quite high.  
According to Rostosky et al. (2010), political campaigns that seek to deny civil rights to  
 
same-sex couples perpetuate and institutionalize sexual stigma. Sexual stigma is conceptualized  
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as a societal belief system that denigrates, discredits and constructs sexual minorities as inferior  
 
and invalid relative to opposite sex couples (Herek, Chopp, & Strohl, 2007).  When institutions  
 
and organizations incorporate this belief system into the culture of their organizations and  
 
reinforce stigma and the power differentials associated with it, that is referred to as heterosexism  
 
(Herek et al., 2007). The following are reviews of the literature that have explored the effects of  
 
anti-gay discourses and legislative actions in the lives of LGBTQ individuals, couples, and  
 
families. 
 
 Effects of anti-gay legislation on individuals and their relational networks. 
 
1. Levitt et al. (2009) conducted a qualitative study using a grounded theory  
methodology. They utilized semi structured interviews that were approximately 1-2 hours in  
duration to explore the following central question: What was the experience of being a GLBT
20
  
person in the midst of legislative initiatives and movements that sought to limit the rights of  
GLBT people? Participants were also asked a set of sub-questions that explored how anti-gay  
initiatives affected their personal beliefs and experiences (e.g., feelings about self, religious  
beliefs), their relationships with others (coworkers, family, friends and community, romantic  
relationships), and their environment (e.g., interactions with strangers and acquaintances; feelings  
toward city, state, and nation; being ‘out’; seeking medical and mental health care). The open  
ended questions were designed to elicit richer descriptions from the participants about their  
experiences and to avoid leading their responses.   
 There were 13 participants who were recruited from Memphis, Tennessee and they  
ranged in age from 19 to 69 years of age with a mean age of 33.92.  Nine of the participants were  
White, one was Hispanic, two were African American, and one was multiracial. Eight of the  
participants had a college degree.  In terms of relationship status and sexual identity, the group  
                                                          
20
 The acronym of (GLBT) is utilized instead of the (LGBTQ) because it is the acronym utilized by Levitt et al., 
(2009).   
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was very diverse.  Only two of the participants were parents. All of the participants had been out  
for at least three years to others and six years to themselves.   
 The following core category was identified as the central theme: GLBT people need to  
balance the dual dangers of engagement with GLBT advocacy and self-protection through  
withdrawal.  The researchers also identified the following eight themes and categories: 
 
 
1) The anti-gay initiative lead to constant painful reminders that sexual minorities are seen as less than 
human by the government and public policies. Categories – painful/angry that public and institutions are 
unaware, unsympathetic, and hostile towards GLBT issues; initiatives excuse, validate, and strengthen 
sexual prejudice and discrimination; and a general fear of others.   
2) The anti-gay initiatives and movement were irrational, baffling, painful, and scary. Categories – I am 
not who you think I am, feeling used by politicians who are not concerned about how their words and 
actions hurt GLBT people, and attempts to understand anti-gay people and their arguments are baffling.  
3) Social supports were important in the face of initiatives and movements that threaten religious beliefs 
and experiences. Categories – Initiatives are a threat to social support networks (religion, work, family 
and home when it is most needed), supports are significant in helping them feel safe, happy, and strong 
in the midst of these initiatives. 
4) There is a personal need to manage emotions like anger, hurt or guilt, via engaging in the political 
advocacy and/or avoiding the issues. Categories – a need to manage fear, anger, and hurt; the lines 
between personal and political life are blurred and difficult to balance; feeling a sense of responsibility to 
be engaged in the political process and guilty when not involved in the fight against anti-gay legislation. 
5) Anti-gay legislation is more significant and has a stronger impact if it has an immediate effect on 
one’s married life, health care, finance, and family security, and/or if the person did not have support 
from the GLBT community (e.g., racial minority, transgendered identity or bisexual identity). Categories 
– Feeling that their identity was marginalized within the GLBT community and that issues significant to 
them were also less relevant in GLBT communities.   
6) The level of social activism was dependent upon how one balanced a need for social justice versus 
how much one feared that social activism would jeopardize their safety. Categories – terrified that 
fighting will not result in change, a sense of commitment to the fight despite the challenges, motivated 
by a sense of hope for the future, activism, direct and indirect, is rewarding and important; negative 
effects of activism can require passive acceptance or emotional withdrawal.   
7) The anti-gay sentiment and movement strengthened connections in some settings and caused more 
isolation in other settings. Categories – feeling higher levels of safety in public spaces and religious 
communities that were affirming of GLBT identities, and when involved in GLBT support groups or  
political activism.  Yet some had feelings of increased isolation and fear of being discriminated against 
or judged.       
8) The activism was more rewarding and effective when the participant could present themselves openly 
with self-acceptance and when trying to see others’ perspectives. Categories – self empowerment, 
empathy for those with opposing views, speaking directly to those who were supportive of the legislation 
was a powerful way of putting a face to the issues and reaching those who might not otherwise have a 
basis for understanding the issue from the other side.   
 
 
Participants described how they were distressed as a result of the heightened possibility that their  
advocacy could result in more hurt, fear, and anger.  Yet they also identified how their choice not  
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to advocate for their rights could have resulted in continued invisibility and discrimination. The  
tension was experienced as significant and unrelenting.  The researcher’s findings suggested that   
anti-gay legislative initiatives and movements that aim to prevent same-sex couples from the right  
to marry may simultaneously compromise their emotional and psychological well-being.   
How do these campaigns impact individuals who may not be out and are suffering in  
silence?  In Levitt et al (2009) it is clear that even participants who are “out” experienced various  
levels of stress; however, because they were out they were better able to seek support through  
GLBT outlets. An exploration of the impact of anti-gay discourses and legislation for individuals  
who are multiply marginalized and may or may not be closeted could provide knowledge that not  
only answers the question about impact but also expands the conversation encompassing the  
complexities of being out or not and how one experiences anti-gay initiatives.  Although the  
proposed study seeks to interview individuals who are out there are degrees of outness which  
needs to be taken into consideration and may very well effect not only the impact of anti-gay  
actions but also the relevance of such on individual and relational well-being in the lives of  
African American lesbian women.    
   Recommendations for future research included quantitative studies to examine how  
political movements and hostile anti-gay environments might influence GLBT individuals  
relationships, sense of community, mental and physical health, emotional coping, and sense of  
self. Qualitative research that explores the similarities and difference between the participants in  
Levitt et al. (2009) and African American lesbian women may prove to be helpful in working  
with persons of color who are impacted by anti-gay politics and policies.    
2. Rostosky, Riggle, Horne, & Miller (2009) conducted a national survey of 1,552 LGB  
adults following the general election in November 2006 to explore whether or not the levels of  
psychological distress in LGB individuals was associated with increased exposure to stressors  
surrounding marriage amendment campaigns. Similar to the study conducted by Levitt et al.  
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(2009), Rostosky et al. (2009) utilized the minority stress theory as a conceptual framework.  
However, while Levitt et al. (2009) was able to elucidate from their findings that GLBT  
individuals experienced emotional distress, Rostosky et al. (2009) specifically explored whether  
or not minority stress stemming from marriage amendment campaigns was correlated with  
increases in psychological distress in the lives of LGB individuals. The focus of Levitt et  
al. (2009) was more relational whereas this study is focused more on the individual’s level  
of functioning.   
Fifty-six percent of the sample identified as females and 44% percent identified as male.   
Forty-two percent of the 1,486 participants that the data analysis is based on identified as lesbian  
or woman-loving woman, 40% identified as gay or man-loving man, 11% identified as bisexual,  
and 7% identified as queer or other.  The mean age for the participants was 38.92 years.  
Approximately 89% of the sample was European American/White while only 2.3% were African  
American/Black, 2.5% Hispanic/Latino/Chicano, 1.7% Asian American, 0.6% Native  
American/indigenous, 2.7% biracial/multiracial, and 1.1% as other. Seventy-two percent of the  
participants had college degrees of which 44% held master’s, doctoral, or professional degrees.   
Fifty one percent of the participants were in committed relationships: 7.9% were in a registered  
civil union or domestic partnership, 3.1% were in a civil marriage, and 6% were in a legal  
marriage/civil union/domestic partnership that was not legal in their state of residence. At the  
time that this research was conducted, nine states had a marriage amendment initiative on their  
ballots.  The researchers explored specific minority stress factors that they assessed to be  
particularly relevant for LGB individuals during marriage amendment campaigns.  For example,  
they explored stress that stemmed from negative messages about LGB people in the media and in  
conversations with others, negative amendment-related affect and internalized homophobia.   
Two hypothesis were postulated and supported by the findings.  The first hypothesis was  
that LGB individuals who resided in states that passed a marriage initiative during the November  
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2006 election would: 1) report higher levels of minority stress (exposure to negative messages  
About LGB people, negative amendment-related affect, and internalized homophobia - e.g.,  
feelings of shame and negative feelings about one’s self) and 2) experience psychological distress  
(negative affect, and depressive symptoms), following the passage of the marriage amendments in  
comparison to LGB individuals who resided in states that did not have a marriage amendment on  
the ballot (Rostosky et al., 2009).  The second hypothesis – the researchers expected to find a  
positive correlation between minority stress factors and psychological distress (i.e., an increase in  
stress factors would be associated with an increase in psychological distress) for LGB individuals  
who resided in states that proposed a marriage amendment compared to those states that did not  
propose such an amendment.    
 According to Allport (1979), discrimination tends to result in immediate and  
negative effects. Rostosky et al. (2009) supported this idea as their findings suggested that sexual  
prejudice and discrimination stemming from marriage amendment campaigns had a negative and  
immediate effect on the psychological health of LGB individuals which also supported their first  
hypothesis. Participants in states that passed a marriage amendment indicated significant  
increases for minority stress factors  (negative media messages, negative conversations, and  
LGB activism) with the exception of internalized homophobia as well as significant increases in  
negative affect and depressive symptoms relative to participants in other states (Rostosky et al.,  
2009).  With regard to the second hypothesis, higher levels of affect from negative conversations,  
internalized homophobia, negative amendment-related affect, and LGB activism were  
significantly associated with higher levels of psychological distress. The findings also indicated  
that LGB activism increased in the months preceding the vote and was associated with increased  
levels of psychological distress.  Although activism or advocacy can be a coping strategy, the  
researchers suggested that it can also have a temporary negative effect on LGB adults who are  
engaged in political processes to defeat marriage amendments that ultimately pass.   
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 Although Levitt et al. (2009) was not looking at psychological affects stemming from  
marriage amendment campaigns their findings supported Rostosky et al. (2009) findings with  
regard to the emotional and psychological impact of these amendments in the lives of sexual  
minorities.  Levitt et al. (2009) also found that while activism was important for the participants  
to engage in, there was a need to be mindful of balancing advocacy for the community and coping  
effectively with the consequences of such actions by knowing when to pull back and exercise  
self-care.  Again, both studies highlight the value of social support networks in the lives of LGB  
individuals during these campaigns.       
The researchers in the Horne, Rostosky, and Riggle (2011), Levitt et al. (2009) and  
Rostosky et al. (2009) studies cautioned readers to consider that their findings are based on  
information provided by participants who were comfortable disclosing and/or discussing their  
marginalized sexual identities. LGB individuals or family members who for various reasons do  
not feel safe disclosing their sexual identity may be less likely to participate in studies and, more  
importantly, may be more vulnerable to minority stress and psychological distress (Rostosky et  
al., 2009). Rostosky et al. (2009) have suggested that future research should: 1) explore the  
impact of marriage amendment campaigns in the lives of LGB persons of color who have  
multiple intersecting and marginalized identities, 2) explore within-group differences that may be  
significant to understanding how LGB individuals are effected, or not, by these campaigns (e.g.,  
religious arguments against homosexuality and marriage equality may be particularly distressing  
to LGB individuals who have strong religious indoctrinations or affiliations), and 3) explore  
processes of coping and resilience to gain a fuller understanding of the long and short-term  
effects of marriage amendment campaigns (Rostosky et al., 2009).   
  Effects on family members. 
1. Arm, Horne, & Levitt (2009) conducted a qualitative study with a grounded theory  
methodology to explore the experiences of family members of GLBT people in dealing with anti- 
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gay, lesbians, gay, and transgender (GLBT) movements and policies.  Ten heterosexually  
identified participants were recruited from Memphis, Tennessee and interviewed six months prior  
to the November elections.  Each of them were related to someone who identified as GLBT.   
The participants were engaged in a semi-structured interview during which they were  
asked, “What is it like having a family member who is GLBT during this time of anti-GLBT  
movements and policies?”  The participants were also asked to describe how anti-gay legislation  
impacted them personally, within their families, and within relationships with those outside of the  
family.  The analysis of data resulted in one core category, six underlying clusters with three or  
four categories; each containing two to five subcategories.   
 
 
Cluster 1 Participants described feeling hurt by anti-gay movements and policies that they experienced 
as discriminating against them and their family members who identified as GLBT.  In an 
attempt to deal with the negative impact of these movements and policies, some chose to 
become involved politically and advocate for the rights of GLBT individuals. 
Cluster 2 Participants spoke about a need to be involved politically and many became politically 
involved yet they had doubts that their efforts would help to secure rights and protections for 
GLBT family members.   
Cluster 3 Participants spoke of experiencing more stress, anxiety, and depression; their health and well-
being were negatively affected by the overall tone of the movement and policies.  There was a 
need to manage their emotional selves and recognize what was in their control and what was 
not. 
Cluster 4 Participants expressed concerns about the possibility that equal rights for GLBT people may 
never be realized.  They were concerned about the negative impact that these anti-GLBT 
measures had on their family members. Some expressed a loss of faith in the government to 
protect the rights of all citizens (Arm et al., 2009). 
Cluster 5 Participants were sometimes unsure of who they could share their experiences of the anti-gay 
movements and policies with and who they could not share their experiences; trust became a 
major issue in many of their relationships.  Some were involved in support groups for family 
and friends of GLBT individuals and placed great value on this support and camaraderie.  
However, their participation in these groups also ensured that the realities of the struggle were 
always front and center and some participants, at times, experienced this as disheartening and 
depressing.  Support from family and friends helped many of the participants stand strong in 
the face of these movements.  Some participants experienced the movements as invitations to 
openly dialogue about parts of their lives that they theretofore did not feel safe in discussing 
with others.   
Cluster 6 Participants stated that were stunned by the characterizations of GLBT people and their 
families.  They were also dismayed by many within their religious communities which caused 
them to reflect on whether or not their values fit with the teachings of these communities.  
The movements engendered a critical consciousness and impelled family members to become 
more informed and question their previously held beliefs on politics, religion, and civil rights. 
(Arm et al., 2009).   
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The researchers stated that while they expected family members to be angry and  
distressed, they were surprised by how palpable the emotional responses were and the range of  
mental and physical health concerns as well as the extent of interpersonal conflicts.  The findings  
suggested that family members experienced secondary minority stress in the form of secondary  
trauma. Secondary trauma, according to Arm et al. (2009) refers to stress experienced by  
individuals who help or care for a person who has been traumatized.  Arm et al. (2009) also raised  
a critical point about how some family members may not be consciously aware of the impact that  
anti-gay movements and policies have on them as individuals because there is such a focus on  
how their loved ones are being effected and affected (Arm et al., 2009). From a clinical  
perspective, this has implications for couple and family therapists and other helping professionals  
who work with GLBT individuals, couples and families.   
2. Horne, Rostosky, and Riggle (2011) conducted a mixed method study to explore the  
effect of marriage amendment campaigns on family members. This was a companion study to  
Rostosky et al. (2009) and data for both studies was collected between November 8 and  
December 8, 2006.  The researchers asked the following two questions: first, are family members  
effected by marriage amendment campaigns and do they experience similar levels of negative  
affect and stress as LGB individuals?  (This study did not include family members of  
transgendered individuals.) Second, how do family members feel about marriage restriction  
amendments (Horne et al., 2011)?   
The researchers postulated that family members in states with marriage amendments  
would report significantly more exposure to negative messages, negative affect, and stress  
relative to family members who resided in states that passed amendments prior to 2006 and states  
that did not have a marriage amendment (Horne et al., 2011).  The researchers also expected that  
family members and LGB individuals who resided in states that passed a marriage amendment  
would experience similar levels of exposure to negative messages, negative affect, and stress.   
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The quantitative data analysis revealed that family members who resided in states that  
voted for a marriage amendment reported significantly more exposure to negative media and  
higher levels of amendment-related negative affect than family members who resided in states  
that voted on an amendment prior to 2006 and those family members who resided in states that  
did not have a constitutional amendment for same-sex marriage (Horne et al., 2011). The analysis  
also found that LGB individuals, from the companion study (Rostosky et al., 2009), who resided  
in states that voted for the marriage amendments reported significantly higher levels of stress yet  
similar levels of exposure to negative media and amendment-related negative affect as family  
members/ participants, in the current study, who resided in states that passed a marriage  
amendment (Horne et al., 2011).    
The qualitative data analysis was based on the open-ended responses from family  
member’s regarding their feelings about marriage amendments.  Six categories containing 14  
subcategories were developed from the coded responses of the participants.   
 
 
Category 1-participants perceptions of the marriage amendment campaigns were that they  
discriminated against their LGB family members. Many of the participants believed that LGB 
individuals should have equal civil rights (Horne et al., 2011).  
Category 2 – participants indicated that they were worried about the negative impact on their  
family members (e.g., concern about the health, well-being, and safety of LGB family members). 
Category 3- highlighted the emotional responses of  anger, frustration, sadness, and hurt. Some people 
were outraged that citizens would vote to limit the rights of other citizens of the United States. The 
amendments caused many to feel disenfranchised.  Others described feeling emotionally injured by the 
marriage amendment campaigns. 
Category 4 - family members attempted to make sense of the amendments and attributed the outcome to 
ignorance, bias, hatred, religious prejudice, and conservative politics.  Participants described religious 
and political forces as hypocritical, ridiculous, mean, biased, and divisive. 
Category 5 - identified attempts to affect change through advocacy and maintaining hope for change in 
the future.  
Category 6 - highlighted ambivalence and mixed emotions that some family members had relative to 
the meaning of marriage and civil marriage vs. civil unions.  For some family members they 
experienced conflicts within their families due to opposing views on equal rights for LGB individuals. 
Yet, for others, the bonds between family members were strengthened through educating themselves, 
debates, and political advocacy. The findings also indicated that family members in states without a 
marriage amendment also experienced strong negative responses during these campaigns.  
 
 
Based on these findings, family members of LGB individuals are affected by marriage  
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amendment campaigns in a similar fashion to LGB individuals (Horne et al., 2011). Although  
many family members successfully employed coping strategies (e.g., political activism,  
reframing, acceptance, and positive thinking) to minimize the effects of these campaigns; they  
nevertheless experienced strong emotional responses. This supports the idea of secondary trauma  
addressed by Arm et al. (2009) and Harrell (2000).  According to Harrell (2000) vicarious  
traumatic experiences “can create anxiety, a heightened sense of danger/vulnerability, anger, and  
sadness, among other emotional and psychological reactions” (p. 45).  This suggest that  
professionals need to consider the various ways in which sexual minorities and their heterosexual  
allies can be affected by campaigns of this sort.   
Horne et al. (2011) like the Arm et al. (2009) study clearly demonstrated a need to  
expand our field of vision and consider how familial relationships, beyond the same-sex  
household, are impacted by anti-gay discourses and legislation. Given the reciprocal nature of  
relational networks, it is not surprising that heterosexual family members would be impacted by  
what they perceive as ill treatment of their LGBTQ family member.  As the researchers indicated,  
the range and variability of effect is perhaps what is most surprising. However, it is possible that  
this is a result of non-supportive heterosexual families receiving greater exposure in literature  
than those who are supportive of their LGBTQ family members.  The experiences of these family  
members have implications for clinicians, researchers, and policy makers.  Exploring the impact  
of anti-gay legislation and discourses on heterosexual family members provides a totally different  
perspective on the issue raised regarding family stability.  Those who have postulated that  
equality of rights for LGBTQ individuals will negatively impact families are to some degree  
correct.  It appears, based on these findings from the Horne et al. (2011) and Arm et al. (2009)  
studies that the relational well-being of families are, indeed, negatively impacted.  However, what  
these studies also reveal is that heterosexual family members are negatively impacted due to the  
lack of institutional and societal support (i.e., marriage amendments and the absence of policies to  
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protect against discrimination in housing, employment, and public places).    
Legalized marital status among same-sex couples in civil unions, not in a civil union  
and married heterosexual siblings.  
2.  Rothblum, Balsam, & Solomon (2011) conducted a quantitative survey using a  
between-subjects design which compared same-sex couples in a civil union with same-sex  
couples in their friendship circle who were not in a civil union, and same-sex couples in a civil  
union with heterosexual married siblings and their spouses. Although only 21% of this total  
number were residents of Vermont and the other 79% lived outside of Vermont, the researchers  
contacted all 2,475 same-sex couples by mail and had a 42% response rate.  Two-thirds of the  
total sample were female, 90% were White (Rothblum et al., 2011) and 10% were identified as  
people of color or members of ethnic minority groups (Solomon, Rothblum, & Balsam, 2005).  
A 16 page questionnaire was sent out to 2,475 same-sex couples who had civil unions  
officiated in Vermont.  Eight hundred questionnaires were sent out to each partner in 400 same- 
sex civil unions, of which 659 were returned. The researchers explored demographic data and  
relationship variables (e.g., children, contact with family of origin, perceived social support from  
friends and family, level of out-ness, etc.) between groups. For example, findings from the  
quantitative data revealed that women in civil unions were more out about their sexual  
orientation and were more likely to consider themselves to be married compared to those who  
were not in a civil union. All female same-sex couple participants had higher levels of education  
and perceived less social support from their families compared to heterosexually married women.  
The researchers also found that both types of same-sex couples differed from heterosexually  
married couples in the following ways:  the duration of same-sex couples’ relationships was  
shorter, same-sex couples were less religious, less likely to have children, less close to their  
family of origin than heterosexual couples. Questionnaires were received from all three groups;  
however, the Rothblum et al. (2011) study only focused on the narrative portion of the 659  
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questionnaires that were returned by same-sex couples who were in a civil union.    
The researchers categorized the narrative information into two types, reactive and novel.   
Reactive comments were those in which respondents expressed their disappointment with the  
questionnaire. They thought it was too lengthy and many of the questions were not applicable to  
them. The novel or unique topics addressed in the narratives are what follows.  Five themes  
emerged from the analysis and two subthemes.  
 
 
Major Theme Subthemes 
Positive impact of civil unions. (a) increased psychological benefits, (b) 
increased acceptance by family and society, (c) 
increased tangible benefits, and (d) mementos of 
the civil union ceremony (e.g., framing the 
certificate). 
A desire to legalize their relationship before 
having children 
 
Gratitude to the state for legislating a legalized 
status for same-sex couples 
 
Feeling that their civil union was not important or 
did not result in benefits. 
(a) couples had been together for a long time, (b) 
family or society didn’t recognize the civil 
union, and (c) they didn’t see any tangible 
benefits from the civil union beyond the state 
level. 
A need to develop social policies that recognized 
same-sex couples.    
 
 
 
The benefit versus non-benefit issue seemed to hinge on whether or not the couple was a  
resident of Vermont or another state and whether or not their resident state or employer  
recognized their civil union. For instance, some same-sex couples who had a civil union  
officiated in Vermont yet resided in Florida or Maryland were able to secure medical coverage  
for their partner, change their names on their driver’s license, and obtain reduced rates for car  
insurance. So while some were able to reap the benefit of being in a civil union others were not  
because their state did not recognize their civil union.  Some of the couples also considered the  
civil union a benefit or not based on whether or not they were able to experience the “rite” of  
marriage in a church.     
Some of the participants indicated that they were very shaken by the lack of support and  
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celebration on the part of their family members.  Some participants indicated that their families  
were more comfortable with their sexuality as long as they were single and dating.  Perhaps this  
is indicative of a desire by heterosexual family members that their family member’s same sex  
attraction was only a phase. Some indicated that they began to receive less support from their  
families after they legalized their relationship. For others who indicated that they had always been  
open about their relationship, they experienced tension in their familial relationships that was not  
present prior to the civil union. Greene (2008), Johnson and Keren (1998), and Nealy (2008) have  
spoken about the challenges that families experience around the LGBTQ individual coming out  
or progressing along various life cycle stages.  For example, Greene (2008) reminds us that  
tolerance does not always equate to acceptance and affirmation.  According to Nealy (2008),  
given that there is no particular or established ritual or rites of passage for legalizing same-sex  
relationships, families of origin are often times bewildered, unclear as to what to expect and may  
not embrace the legalized status of the relationship.   
 For participants in the Rothblum et al. (2011) study, some of the participants who were in  
a civil union experienced a moral, political, and ethical split within their families.  One participant  
stated that his father and brothers were totally embarrassed by his involvement in political  
activism. His sisters, on the other hand, were very supportive. One of the sisters who belonged to  
a Baptist church was asked to renounce her relationship with her brother and she instead chose to  
leave the church. There were also those who indicated that they received more support and  
respect from family, friends, and religious organizations, co-workers, and society in general.  
People treated them with more respect and took their relationship more seriously.  
 What these findings make clear is that LGBTQ individuals and their families are  
experiencing parallel processes with regard to the impact of marriage equality, increasing public  
discourses on the lives of LGBTQ individuals, and opposition of equality of rights and legal  
protections. For clinicians, researchers, and public policy makers who may experience tension or  
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conflicting emotional responses as uncomfortable or an indication that marriage equality is  
unhealthy for families, it is important to recognize as Johnson and Keren (1998) have  
recommended, that a process is in order that “involves challenging long-held cultural, religious,  
and family beliefs about homosexuality, as well as culturally embedded theories regarding its  
causes and manifestations” (p. 321).  This, of course, is no easy feat but it is the work that couple  
and family therapists typically engage in. There is often times a range of emotional responses and  
a process that family members must go through in a similar way that the LGBTQ persons go  
through a process of coming out, again and again.  Therefore, it is important to normalize the  
range of reactions, particularly when explored through the lens of intersecting marginalized  
identities which may exacerbate the processes.  It is also important to recognize that the family  
members have always lived their lives at these intersections and as a result it is likely that they are  
already coping well in the midst of anti-gay sentiment.  That being stated, such knowledge  
regarding the impact of anti-gay discourses and legislation on African American lesbian women  
and their families or how they are coping cannot be determined if the questions are not asked.   
 Socio-emotional benefit of  marriage equality.  
1. Shulman, Gotta, Green (2012) conducted a mixed-method study to investigate same- 
sex domestic partners’ perceptions of the socio-emotional benefits as well as anticipated benefits  
of marriage rights for same-sex couples in California.  Six hundred, twenty-eight adults  
participated in the study. Shulman et al. (2012) sent letters to 8,700 people listed in  
California’s public directory of registered domestic partners. Demographics data on the  
individuals to whom a letter was forwarded is unknown because this data on individuals in  
registered domestic partnerships was not publicly available in California, according to Shulman et  
al. (2012). There was an 8% response rate.  Only those couples who were registered as domestic  
partners on or after January 1, 2005 (the date when domestic partnerships in California became  
legally equivalent to marriages) were invited to participant.  Data collection occurred  
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approximately one month before the California Supreme Court ruled on the legality of same-sex  
marriage. The letter included information on how to access, fill out, and submit the questionnaire  
via the internet.   
Quantitative Data Analysis: Length of time in relationship had a moderate positive  
association with age and a large positive association with length of time cohabiting.  Age and  
length of time cohabiting were also moderately positively correlated with each other (Shulman et  
al., 2012). The researchers found that religious attendance was slightly negatively correlated with  
age, with level of education, and with GLASSI-REL (religious social support).  Scores on the  
AIMS (anticipated marriage scale) had small but highly significant positive relationships with  
age, with length of time in relationship, and with length of time cohabiting (Shulman et al., 2012)   
This suggested that older couples who lived together for longer periods of time expected a  
significantly more positive benefit from the right to marry. The researchers findings indicated that  
there were significant, yet, small positive associations identified between social support from  
family and the CSI (couple satisfaction survey) and between GLASSI-HC (support from  
heterosexual community) and the CSI.  This data revealed support for same-sex  
couple’s relationships from family members and from heterosexual members of the couple’s  
social network was associated with greater couple relationship satisfaction. The researchers  
findings also indicated that the only significant finding for gender was that women scored  
significantly higher than men on the CSI.  Qualitative Data Analysis  - Meaning units were  
grouped into five classes and ten categories.  
 
 
Classes/Meaning Units Categories 
Class A – Participants would be happier and healthier. 
 
Marriage would enrich their overall well-being, 
it would be a commitment for life, provide 
comfort for their children, and they would be 
able to enjoy the public support and 
endorsement of family and friends. 
Class B – Participants would have more ease and 
security in life knowing that they have the full rights 
of heterosexually married couples 
Equal benefits to heterosexual marriages, help 
financially, psychologically, and legally; ability 
to make decisions for each other regarding 
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medical and legal matters, it amounted to a 
better sense of security.  
Class C- Viewed as a real couple Participants indicated they would have respect 
and recognition as a couple and believed that 
their relationship would be seen as having less 
value if not referred to as marriage.    
Class D – Participants believed that it would allow 
them to let go of the anger regarding inequitable 
rights. 
 
Class E – 20% of participants believed that life 
wouldn’t change and a few indicated that life would 
get worse for them.   
 
 
 
According to the researchers, although many of the participants in this study anticipated  
various types of  benefits from the right to marry, the participants would not gain any additional  
legal benefits.  In the state of California, same-sex couples in domestic partnerships have the  
same rights and protections as opposite-sex couples who are legally married.  A possible  
explanation for the level of anticipated benefits may have been due to the methodology in that  
there was no opportunity to ensure that participants understood that the study was exploring state  
level benefits as opposed to federal level benefits (Shulman et al., 2012). Another possible  
explanation for the level of anticipated benefits may have been due to a change in the name of the  
institution (i.e., “marriage” instead of “domestic partnership”) (Shulman, et al., 2012).   
The participants responses suggested that there is something in the name, i.e., being  
able to refer to the legal status of their relationship as a marriage meant that their relationships  
were suddenly worthy of more respect, acknowledgment and validation. Does this mean that  
reference to their legal status as domestic partnership is less worthy of respect, acknowledgment  
and validation?  If so, by who the participant, their families, the general public or all of the  
above? It is interesting to note that in spite of the effects of the Defense of Marriage Act which  
prevents any additional benefits beyond the state level as well as recognition beyond the state  
level, the participants in this study nevertheless anticipated a benefit from the legal right to marry  
which seemed to have been most relevant to emotional, psychological and financial benefits.   
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 The significance of Shulman et al. (2012), as it pertains to the proposed study, is that it  
suggests that the impact of anti-gay discourses and legislation can be a simple matter of how a  
couple is able to refer to their legal status. That may be as significant for some as the ability to  
access federal benefits currently available to heterosexually married couples (e.g., social security,  
joint filing status, medical coverage). This also suggests that the impact of anti-gay legislation  
may be based upon what is currently available to same-sex couples in their respective states.  For  
those who currently have legalized statuses that by law grant them benefits equivalent to  
heterosexually married couples, the impact may be more pertinent as to how the couple is viewed  
in the larger society, how that impacts how they view themselves and/or how they are viewed  
within their relational networks.  For others, who do not have this level of equality at the state  
level with heterosexually married couples, gaining any level of recognition or benefit may be  
more significant to how they are viewed by the general public or perhaps significant in a very  
different way.  This highlights the socially constructed nature of these legal statuses and the  
variability of meaning.  
Social and psychological well-being among African American lesbian and  
heterosexual women – considerations for anti-gay policies and legislation.  
1. Matthew and Hughes (2001) conducted a quantitative study to explore and compare  
help seeking behaviors between African American lesbian women and a comparison group of  
African American heterosexual women.  (A subsample of 70 African American lesbians and 40  
African American heterosexual women from a sample frame of 881 women who participated in  
the Chicago Lesbian Community Cancer Project in 1992). Data was collected from multiple sites  
in the original study: Chicago, Minneapolis/St Paul, and New York City.  
The mean age of women was 43 years of age.  The majority of both lesbian (47%) and  
heterosexual women (49%) reported that they had some college.  Nineteen percent of the lesbian  
women and 21% of the heterosexual women indicated that they had advanced degrees.  Forty  
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eight percent of lesbians reported being in a committed relationship and approximately 56% of  
the heterosexual women were either married or in committed relationships.  Employment: 67% of  
lesbians and 65% of the heterosexual women reported working full time. The median annual  
income range reported by both groups of women was $21,000-$35,999.  Forty-one percent of the  
lesbian women and 45% of the heterosexual women indicated that they struggled to meet basic  
needs at their current rate of income.   
Levels of stress: Both groups reported moderate levels of stress on a scale of 0 (none) to  
3 (extreme).  Sixteen percent of lesbians and 18% of the heterosexual women rated their current  
levels of stress as extreme.  The reasons identified for stress levels were diverse; however,  
financial issues, employment and overall responsibilities were ranked highest on the scale.   
Fifty-five percent of the lesbians indicated that they had previously utilized mental health  
services. This was in comparison to 33% of heterosexual women who reported seeking therapy in  
the past. However, there was less difference in terms of their current use of therapy which was  
16% for lesbians and 18% for heterosexual women.  There was a similarity in the levels and types  
of stress experienced by both groups of women.  Most of the women who participated in the  
study reported moderate levels of stress; yet, approximately 1/5
th
 of the women in both groups  
considered their current levels of stress to be extreme. Almost a decade prior to the current study  
by Matthew and Hughes (2001), Cochran and Mays (1994) found higher levels of depressive  
distress, as measured by the CES-D
21
 Scale and the prevalence of suicidal thoughts, among  
African American homosexually active women in comparison to African American homosexually  
active men, except for those men who were HIV infected.  Although the reasons for Cochran and  
Mays (1994) findings were unclear, their findings suggested that individuals with multiple lower  
                                                          
21
 Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D Scale) – a brief screening instrument for depressive 
symptoms in non-psychiatric populations.  It is important to note that although Black women tend to report higher 
levels of distress than Black men and Blacks in general compared to White adults, this does not translate into higher 
rates of psychiatric depressive disorders when using psychiatric diagnostic criteria (Cochran & Mays, 1994, p 525).  
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social statuses may have a greater risk of experiencing depressive distress when compared to  
other homosexually active individuals who do not have multiple marginalized identity statuses  
are.  Multiple intersecting identities have been raised as very relevant in shaping the experiences  
of African American lesbian women.      
Almost 50% of lesbians and heterosexual women in Matthew and Hughes (2001)  
indicated that they sought therapy due to sadness or depression.  Forty percent indicated that  
household income was a major stress factor. Other reasons for seeking help included issues with  
family, self-esteem, and problems with spouses/partners.  Matthews and Hughes (2001) and  
Cochran and Mays (2003) both found that some lesbians sought mental health services due to  
problems associated with sexual identity.  
African Americans, as a group, have less access to mental health services in comparison  
to White Americans (Department of Health and Human Services, 2001).  The limited access to  
mental health care is particularly problematic for the working poor who do not have the option to  
obtain health coverage through their employers, nor do they qualify for public health coverage  
(DHHS, 2001). In the opinion of Ramsey, Hill, and Kellam (2010), a lack of affordable health  
care can discourage all Black women, particularly Black lesbians, from seeking formal mental  
health care. Yet Matthews and Hughes (2001) findings indicated that lesbian respondents were  
more likely to seek mental health services than their heterosexual counterparts in spite of the  
common barriers to treatment experienced by both.  In fact, their life time rate for the use of  
therapy was higher compared to the heterosexual women in this sample.  Matthew and Hughes  
(2001) also found that lesbians who had higher levels of education were more likely to seek  
therapy. Another interesting finding was that lesbians were more likely to seek religious and  
spiritual counseling compared to heterosexual women. This was of particular interest given the  
tension within many Black religious communities regarding homosexuality.  This finding suggest  
that religion and spirituality may continue to be significant in the lives of some African American  
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lesbians in spite of the disavowal of homosexuality within many Black religious institutions.       
Finally, Matthew and Hughes (2001) findings revealed that 16% of lesbian women did  
not seek mental health services because they had concerns about not being accepted by the  
therapist compared to 0% of the heterosexual women. This suggests that sexual prejudice  
and/or heterosexism are barriers to mental health treatment for some African American lesbians.   
African American lesbians were more likely to see therapists in private practice and attend  
support groups but less likely to visit employee assistance programs. This may be due to  
concerns about the effectiveness of anti-discrimination policies in the workplace or the lack  
thereof.  In Bowleg, Brooks, and Ritz (2008), all participants (n =19) with the exception of one  
indicated that they experienced work related stress as a result of their identities as Black lesbian  
women. As such, institutional heterosexism or fear about the effectiveness of anti-discriminatory  
policies in the workplace that protect LGBTQ individuals against unfair and discriminatory  
actions by employers or coworkers can be a cause (Bowleg, 2008) as well as a barrier to mental  
health services for these women. The researchers in the study conducted by Ramsey, Hill &  
Kellam (2010) highlight the resilience of African American lesbian women in spite of the social,  
political, and financial obstacles that they encounter.  While the resilience and ability to cope in  
the face of adversity is a strength of African American women, generally speaking, and African  
American lesbian women in particular; Matthews and Hughes (2001) theorized that “the socially  
constructed image of the ‘the strong Black women’ may decrease the amount of emotional  
support available to African American women and discourage self-perceived need for formal or  
informal mental health assistance” (p. 84). However, based on the findings from the Matthew and  
Hughes (2001) and Cochran and Mays (1994) studies, the strength and resiliency of these women  
should not be understood to mean that they are not in need of mental health support.  
 African Americans lesbian women are uniquely subjected to prejudice  
and discrimination based on the intersections of their ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation.   
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As such, determinants to seeking mental health services is pertinent to the proposed study when  
one considers that anti-gay policies and legislation are undergirded by sexual prejudice and  
institutional heterosexism.  It is important to understand determinants to mental health treatment  
and policies that create barriers to such treatment because “mental health is fundamental to  
overall health and productivity. It is the basis for successful contributions to family, community,  
and society.  Throughout the lifespan, mental health is the wellspring of …resilience and self- 
esteem” (DHHS, 2001, p 1). As such, the various ways in which African American lesbian  
women cope with sexual prejudice and discrimination warrants further exploration that is beyond  
the scope of this study. However, information regarding the ways and means of coping may be  
discovered during the analysis of data in the proposed study.          
Active coping, social supports, and a lesbian identification among African American 
            lesbian women.   
2. Bowleg, Craig, & Burkholder (2004) designed a study to examine active coping  
among a sample of Black lesbians.  In consideration of the multiple stressors of racism,  
heterosexism, and sexism, Black lesbians are viewed as an ideal population in which to examine  
active coping, according to these researchers.  To facilitate an examination of this phenomenon,  
the researchers developed a theoretical model to examine whether internal and external factors  
predicted active coping.  Bowleg et al. (2004) cited a model theorized by Anderson, Eaddy, &  
Williams (1990) on psychosocial competence.  Internal and external factors were identified as 
follows.       
Internal factors refer to psychosocial factors intrinsic to the individual, such as 
perceptions of the environment, communication and problems solving skills, coping 
strategies, self-esteem, and locus of control.  External factors include a host of familial 
and sociocultural factors beyond the level of individual functioning, such as the role of 
the Black family as a buffer against stress, an extended social support network of family 
members and friends, and the Black church and other social institutions (p. 232).    
 
For purposes of their study, the researchers made “same-relevant substitutions” and 
adjustments to the Anderson et al. (1990) model.  (Bowleg et al., 2004, p. 232) Internal factors 
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focused on: self-esteem, race, and lesbian group identification.  In terms of the external factors, 
social support encompassed family and friendship networks, sexual and racial identification, and 
social institutions supportive of LGBTs, particularly Black LGBTs. Also, perceived LGBT 
resources was substituted for the Black family and Black church as external factors due to the 
heterosexism that many Black LGBT individuals experience within Black families and Black 
churches.  Therefore, the goal of the study was to explore whether or not internal factors (i.e., 
self-esteem and race and lesbian group identification) and external factors (i.e., social support and 
perceived available LGBT resources) predicted active coping.   
Results:  A lesbian identification was significantly associated with active coping, 
perceived availability of LGBT resources, and social support.  Social support was significantly 
associated with active coping. Self-esteem and racial identification were not correlated with any 
of the other variables in the model.  Lesbian identification as an internal factor was the only 
statistically significant predictor of active coping when all other variables in the model were 
controlled, according to the researchers.   
Limitations:  The generalizability is limited. Participants were a self-selected sample of 
women in attendance at a weekend retreat celebrating Black lesbians.  Based on their attendance 
at such an event, a lesbian identification and active coping levels may have been higher than 
women who did not attend or who chose not to participate in the study.  Also, the participants 
were predominately middle class and highly educated. Class privilege may have influenced active 
coping styles as well as internal and external factors.  An implication of the study is that events 
sponsored by Black lesbian organizations (e.g., United Lesbians of African Heritage, the NIA 
Collective, and the Zuna Institute) may enhance active coping styles among Black lesbians and 
simultaneously enhance internal and external factors.  The researchers also emphasized the 
importance of recognizing that the intersections of multiple marginalized identities are realities in 
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the lives of Black lesbians.  Therefore, it is important that those who are engaged in social and 
political advocacy and those who are allies of LGBT people are mindful of this reality. 
The findings of this study are significant in that they highlight the import of self-
definition and reiterate the significance of social supports in the lives of African American lesbian 
women. As Bowleg et al. (2004) indicated, the association between the lesbian identification, 
active coping, and social support variables may be attributed to attendance at a retreat for African 
American lesbian women and the potential psychological benefit acquired from such attendance. 
In other words, it seems likely that African American lesbian women who attend a Black lesbian 
retreat are more likely to embrace a lesbian identification in a way that they may not when they 
are in environments that do not feel as safe and affirming.  It also seems likely that it would be 
associated with active coping because the level of support that women would experience in these 
spaces is likely to be greater than what they experience beyond such spaces.  Whether or not the 
association between these variables would remain the same during everyday living, that is, 
beyond the comfort of an accepting and affirming environment is unclear.  However, these 
variables (i.e., embrace of one’s sexual identity, social support, and active coping)  may have 
relevance for how African American lesbian women cope with the impact of anti-gay discourses 
and legislation.  Previous studies in this writing, e.g. Levitt et al. (2009) and Rostosky et al. 
(2009), have also suggested that being out and having social supports were relevant to how 
individuals coped with anti-gay discourses and legislation.  Each of these variables (e.g., lesbian 
identification, self-esteem, racial identification, and social supports), in the midst of anti-gay 
campaigns, can become issues that challenge the emotional and relational well-being of African 
American lesbian women.  Yet these findings suggest that these variables may also be pathways 
to coping with possible negative impact.  As Bowleg et al. (2004) have indicated it is important to 
understand how the source of support influences African American lesbian women’s ability to 
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navigate their sociopolitical and cultural environments. This study supports an further exploration 
of the emotional and relational lives of African American lesbian women within the context of 
anti-gay discourses and legislation.  How is active coping among African American lesbian 
women impacted by such discourses and legislation?      
Multiple marginalized identities, social and psychological well-being-considerations 
for anti-gay discourses/legislation. 
1.  Kertzner, Meyer, Frost, & Stirratt (2009) conducted a quantitative study of 396 LGB  
individuals to examine the mental health outcome of social and psychological well-being in a 
diverse cohort of LGB adults. Sixty four of the participants in the study were Black LGB females. 
They utilized a depression scale to assess psychological well-being because depression is thought 
to be a more common mental health issue within LGB populations. Kertzner et al (2009) 
proposed that social well-being is relevant to understanding the effects of minority stress on 
mental health and is also helpful to understanding the processes mitigating the impact of minority 
stress.    
Social well-being encompasses the extent to which individuals feel they make valued  
social contributions, view society as meaningful and intelligible, experience a sense of 
social belonging, maintain positive attitudes toward others, and believe in the potential  
for society to evolve positively…. Coping processes are identified as those that foster a 
positive reevaluation of stigmatized identity [e.g., non-stigmatizing environments that  
support positive self-appraisals] and make available social support resources (Kertzner,  
Meyer, Frost, & Stirratt, 2009, p. 500).       
 
The authors postulated the following: 1) multiple intersecting and marginalized identities 
(race, ethnicity, gender, age) would be associated with a decreased level of well-being and higher 
levels of depression, 2) social and psychological well-being were expected to be higher and 
depression was expected to be lower if the participants had a positive attitude about their sexual 
identity and a connection to LGB communities, and 3) if the existence of multiple marginalized 
and intersecting identities is related to lower social and psychological well-being and an increase 
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in levels of depression, this relationship could, in part, be mediated by coping resources (e.g., 
positive attitudes about sexual identity and a connection to the LGB community).   
In terms of social well-being, the authors found that bisexual (compared to gay or 
lesbian) identity and age (being a member of the youngest cohort, 18-29 years of age) were 
associated with lower levels of social well-being which supported their hypothesis.  However, 
women did not differ from men and racial/ethnic minorities did not differ from White respondents 
in social well-being which was contrary to their hypothesis. Both community connectedness and 
positive sexual identity were associated with greater social well-being, although community 
connectedness had a stronger correlation with greater social well-being than did positive sexual 
identity.  This data seems to complement what previous authors have found in their studies 
(Levitt et al., 2009; and Rostosky et al., 2009) which suggest that social support and being out 
were crucial to one’s level of effective coping particularly in the midst of an anti-gay campaign or 
in climates where anti-gay sentiment is evident.  Other studies have also found that a connection 
with the community enhances a person’s overall well-being (Bridges, Selvidge, & Matthews, 
2003; Harper, Jernewall, & Zea, 2004).  The connection between social supports, one’s level of 
outness, and overall well-being may have relevance for African American lesbian women who 
feel isolated due to limited social supports or those who are not out of the closet (to themselves or 
others) warrants exploration of the impact of anti-gay discourses and policies in the lives of 
African American lesbian women.     
With regard to psychological well-being, the authors indicated that the hypothesis was 
not supported.  African American and White participants did not differ in terms of psychological 
well-being. Sexual Identity and connectedness to the community: Individuals who possessed a 
positive sense of their sexual identity and who were more connected to the LGB community had 
greater psychological well-being.  However, sexual identity had a stronger association with 
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psychological well-being than community connectedness.  Depressive symptoms:  Women 
reported significantly more depressive symptoms as compared to men in their study yet no 
noticeable differences in depressive symptoms were found based on age, sexual identity nor 
racial/ethnic identity as a whole compared to White participants.  Positive sexual identity was 
associated with a decrease in depressive symptoms but community connectedness was not.  This 
supports Bowleg et al. (2004) conjecture that the source of support is as significant, if not more 
significant, than the support itself. In other words, social support is significant but the level of 
significance may be predicated on the source of the support; so, support from family of origin 
may be more significant than extended family support and may also be more significant than 
support from Black religious institutions.  
The findings, according to the Kertzner et al. (2009) suggest that minority stress reveals  
inconsistent effects on LGB mental health when social and psychological well-being and 
depression are assessed.  There was a stronger correlation between social well-being and 
community connectedness and a stronger correlation between psychological well-being and a 
positive sexual identity which is partially supported by Bowleg et al. (2004). A critical point 
highlighted by the authors is that while oppressive structures weighed heavily on health 
outcomes, the particular intersections of these structures as well as individual and social supports 
mattered as much, if not, more so than the presence of any one particular marginalized or 
stigmatized identity (Kertzner et al, 2009).   
Summary 
While Americans, generally speaking, are becoming increasingly supportive of marriage 
equality and changing family structures, there is simultaneously an anti-gay movement sweeping 
across America.  In many locales this anti-gay sentiment has resulted in a restriction against 
same–sex couples for government sanctioned civil marriage and defining marriage as that 
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between a man and a woman.  This sentiment in the form of anti-gay discourses, policies, and 
constitutional amendments variously strains the emotional, spiritual, and psychological well-
being of sexual minorities as well as their familial and social supports. Additionally, it results in a 
double standard for sexual minorities with regard to legalizing same-sex relationships (e.g., same-
sex couples who can legalize their committed relationships via domestic partnership, civil unions, 
and marriage are not granted equal benefits and legal protections as opposite-sex couples who 
legalize their relationships through marriage).   
While LGBTQ individuals share common experiences of oppression relative to equal 
civil rights and legal protections, it is important to recognize that LGBTQ communities are not 
homogenous and therefore one should exercise caution in making generalizations about the 
impact of anti-gay discourses and legislation in the lives of sexual minorities (Harper et al., 
2004).  Dang and Frazer (2004) have indicated that African American same-sex couples will be 
uniquely impacted by anti-gay legislation and marriage amendments due to the marginalization of 
their intersecting racial and gender identities.  Dang & Frazer (2004) have also postulated that 
African American lesbians will be impacted to a greater degree due to 1) the anticipated 
exacerbation of economic disparities currently experienced by many of these women and 2) the 
greater likelihood that African American lesbian women are raising children in their homes 
compared to other same sex couples.   
African American lesbians have multiple identities that simultaneously intersect and 
variously affect their lives. Identity, opined Greene (2005) is representative of interactions 
between the social and internal world.  When one’s identity is distorted in the external, social 
world and barriers are imposed (e.g., the restriction of civil rights and legal protections) “the 
groundwork has been laid for a distorted image of one’s self, sense of self-worth, and a distorted 
perception of others.  These are fertile conditions for the development of mental health problems” 
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(p 296).  This in no way minimizes the resilience of African American women and their ability to 
actively cope in the midst of adversity, as indicated by Bowleg et al. (2004) and Matthew & 
Hughes (2001); however, it is meant to highlight the increased risk of one’s overall well-being.  
With so much attention directed towards protecting the institution of marriage for opposite sex 
couples and strengthening what has come to be referred to as the “traditional family” unit, the 
effects of anti-gay discourses and legislative actions on the emotional and relational well-being of 
LGBTQ families, particularly women of color, have largely been overlooked.   
Studies have indicated that the well-being (emotional, relational, psychological) of sexual  
minorities and their social support networks are positively and negatively impacted by anti-gay  
agendas (Arm et al., 2009; Horne et al., 2011; Levitt et al., 2009; Rostosky et al., 2009).  For  
example, the findings from Levitt et al. (2009) indicated that marriage amendments negatively  
impacted the emotional and psychological well-being of participants who partook in their study;  
however, family and heterosexual allies provided a level of protection against these negative  
effects.  Rostosky et al. (2009) and Horne et al. (2011) found that the psychological health of  
LGB individual’s and their heterosexual family members was negatively affected in states that  
passed constitutional amendments.  The findings from these latter studies also found social  
supports to be a significant factor in countering the negative effects of anti-gay sentiments.   
Additionally other studies have found that a positive sexual identity, engagement in the LGBTQ  
community and advocacy on behalf of equal rights are factors that are significant to effective  
coping and counteracting the negative effects of marriage campaigns, sexual prejudice, and  
heterosexism on emotional, psychological, and relational well-being (Arm et al., 2009; Bowleg et  
al., 2004; Levitt et al., 2009; Rostosky et al., 2009).   
The significance of social supports for African Americans has been well documented by  
various scholars and researchers.  For example, it has been established that the Black church and  
Black family are significant sources of support for African Americans in coping with political and  
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economic disenfranchisement (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). Wilmore (1995) postulated that  
the religious beliefs of a people are bound up with the material and psychological realities in their  
daily lives. What, then, are the implications for African American lesbian women’s emotional and  
relational well-being when we consider the pervasiveness of sexual prejudice and heterosexism  
within many Black families and communities?   
 From a clinical perspective, it is important to be cognizant of the various ways in which a  
client’s support networks can be impacted by their sexual identity.  While there are times when  
the relationships are negatively affected as a result of the family’s rejection of the family  
member’s sexual identity, this isn’t always so (Greene, 2000). First, families accept, reject, and  
deny a family’s members sexual orientation and identity in various ways and to varying degrees  
(Greene, 2000).  Secondly, when there is stress in the relationships between LGBTQ individuals  
and their heterosexual family members, it isn’t necessarily a direct reflection of their feelings  
towards the family member’s sexual identity, it could be a reflection of the families lack of  
insight and skill to negotiate heterosexism (Greene, 2000).  Finally, it could be a reflection of  
vicarious traumatization as discovered in the Arm et al. (2009) study.  Thus an important question  
to consider regarding social support networks is, if the degree of support from Black families and  
Black social and religious communities is predicated on a code of silence and invisibility  
(Greene, 2008; Griffin, 2006) due to the prevalence of sexual prejudice and heterosexism within  
many Black communities, how will the increased publicity on anti-gay discourses, policies,  
and marriage amendments impact the overall well-being of African American lesbian women?    
At present, there exists a gap in scholarly literature on LGBTQ persons of color in 
general and African Americans women in particular (see Huang et al., 2009). As previously 
identified in this writing the current literature regarding the effects of anti-gay discourses and 
legislative agendas has mostly focused on White LGBTQ individuals. A review of the couple and 
family therapy scholarly literature has also revealed that a gap exists in the literature with regard 
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to African American lesbian women and their families, particularly as it relates to anti-gay 
legislation and marriage amendments.  The limited research has important implications for how 
clinicians, researchers, and policy makers come to understand the daily life experiences of these 
women, according to Greene (2008).  It also has important implications for how knowledge is 
produced and what is considered legitimate knowledge (Harper et al., 2004). In order to gain 
knowledge that is culturally sensitive and to increase the availability of literature that elicits a 
greater understanding of the emotional and relational well-being of African American lesbian 
women relative to anti-gay discourses and constitutional amendments on marriage, the voices and 
experiences of these women must be explored. Identifying the positive and/or negative effects of 
anti-gay agendas on African American lesbian women warranted research that obtained firsthand 
accounts from them as opposed to secondhand accounts that are applied to them.  By engaging in 
such research, the gap in the extant CFT literature was addressed and knowledge with regard to 
the phenomenon of anti-gay discourses and legislation has been expanded and more culturally 
inclusive.   
This study explored the impact of anti-gay discourses and marriage amendments in the  
lives of African American lesbian women.  This research was an opportunity for African  
American lesbian women to speak about what it means to be an African American sexual  
minority woman in what are, at times, hostile sociopolitical environments.  This study addressed  
recommendations made by Rostosky et al. (2009) (i.e., an exploration of the impact of marriage  
amendment campaigns in the lives of LGB persons of color and within group differences). As  
such there was an intentional focus on multiple intersecting identities that was described in the  
questions asked of these women. The researcher specifically asked an intersectional question as  
suggested by Bowleg (2008).   For example the reference of African American lesbian women  
was utilized in the interview protocol as opposed to African American women or lesbian women.  
The focus on the multiple marginalized identity statuses of these women was not meant to  
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suggest that African American women are less resilient as a result of these intersections.   
However, their resilience in the face of adversity does not negate the likelihood that racial and  
gender based economic disparities currently experienced by these women may be exacerbated as  
a result of anti-gay policies and legislation.  
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Chapter 3:  Methodology 
Research Process 
According to Crotty (1998), there are four areas that are basic to any research process.  
They include: the epistemology that informs the theoretical perspective; the theoretical 
perspective that informs the methodology; the methodology that justifies our choice and use of 
methods, and finally, the methods that we propose to utilize in the study.  Ensuring that these four 
areas are covered helps to create a sound research project (Crotty, 1998).  This study employed a 
social constructionist epistemology, an interpretive critical theoretical perspective, 
phenomenological methodology, and a semi structured interview protocol.   
Epistemology.  
Epistemology is the study of knowledge and knowledge generating processes (Van Den 
Bergh, 1995).  Social constructionism was the epistemology that informed my exploration of the 
impact of anti-gay discourses and political actions in the lives of African American lesbian 
women.  Social constructionism, rooted in phenomenology (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2010), is 
concerned with the nature of knowledge and how it is constructed (Andrews, 2012).  It promotes 
the ideas that knowledge is constructed during interactions between human beings and their world 
(Crotty, 1998). Within a social constructionist frame 1) meaning is not inherent in the object, 2) 
meaning emerges only after consciousness engages the object, 3) meanings are constructed as 
human beings engage with the world they are interpreting, 4) meaning or truth, subjectivity and 
objectivity are indivisible as a result of intentionality where the intersection between subject and 
object meet, 5) there are no true or absolute interpretations; only useful, liberating, interpretations 
that contrast with interpretations that can be oppressive and impoverish the human spirit (Crotty, 
1998).  Social constructionism as rooted in phenomenology was an appropriate perspective to 
explore the lives of African American lesbian women who have multiple intersecting and 
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marginalized identities.  As a result of these varying compositions of intersectionality, the 
experiences shared in the stories were as diverse as the intersections. Social constructionism was 
not utilized to seek one particular truth but to uphold the idea that each person’s truth is valuable 
and liberating.  This was significant for a group of individuals, in this case African American 
lesbian women, whose voices have been silenced and realities have been neglected.   
The outcomes of the discursive interplay between researcher and participant can serve as 
a catalyst for awakening a critical consciousness (Holstein & Gubrium, 2005).  This is reflective 
of ideas of social constructionism in which meanings emerges, in the process of the talking that 
takes place, between respondent and researcher. Meanings emerged as knowledge was discovered 
and consciousness was awakened. In the opinion of Creswell (2007), contemporary qualitative 
research is more attentive to the interpretive nature of inquiries and contextualizing studies within 
political, social, and cultural contexts of both the researchers and the participants than it has been 
in the past.       
Theoretical perspectives of Interpretivism and Critical Theory.    
 Interpretivism, like that of social constructionism, emerged as a challenge to positivism 
(Andrews, 2012).  The goal of Interpretivism is to understand the meaning of phenomena via the 
lived experience of those who are experiencing the phenomenon (Andrews, 2012).  Interpretivism 
seeks interpretations of the social world through cultural and historical contexts (Crotty, 1998).  
Interpretivism is juxtaposed to the positivist perspective that utilizes methods of natural sciences 
to identify universal features of society that offer explanations (Crotty, 1998). The research 
methodologies that typically fall under the scope of an interpretive theoretical perspective often 
times aim to explore the human conditions that disadvantage and exclude individuals or cultures 
via racism, sexism, unequal power relations, inequities in society, and hierarchical structures 
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(Creswell, 2007).  It is important that methodological procedures for data collection and data 
analysis conform to the theoretical perspective of interpretivism.   
 Interpretivism, by and large, opined Crotty (1998) is an uncritical form of study when 
compared to that of critical inquiry. It is a comparison between a research that seeks simply to 
understand and a research that challenges (Crotty,1998).  It is also a comparison between research 
that views the situation in terms of interaction and community vs. one that views it in terms of 
conflict and oppression (Crotty, 1998). “Critical forms of research call current ideology into 
question, and initiates action, in the cause of social justice….[it] keeps the spotlight on power 
relationships within society so as to expose the forces of hegemony and injustice” (Crotty, 1998, 
p. 157).  
 Critical social theory analyzes competing power interests between groups and individuals 
within a society-identifying who gains and who loses in specific situations.  Criticalists argue that 
privileged groups often have an interest in supporting the status quo to protect their advantages; 
the dynamics of such efforts often become a central focus of critical research (Kincheloe & 
McLaren, 2005, p 307). Critical forms of research is a call to action - specifically, a call for social 
justice (Crotty, 1998).  At locations of critical inquiry, researchers interrogate commonly held 
values and assumptions, challenging conventional social structures, and engaging in social action 
(Crotty, 1998).  While Crotty (1998) suggested that interpretivism was, by and large an uncritical 
form of study in contrast to critical theory, together they fit well within the framework of Critical 
Race Theory.  
Phenomenology 
Giorgi and Giorgi (2008) postulated that there are as many definitions of phenomenology 
and phenomenological thought as there are phenomenological philosophers.  Since the theories of 
major phenomenological philosophers differ significantly, it holds true that different strategies 
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and methodologies emerge as researchers seek to ground their work in phenomenology (Giorgi & 
Giorgi, 2008).  Moran (2000) also advances that there is no one set of philosophical theories 
about consciousness, knowledge, and the world. The philosophers who in some sense identified 
with the practice of phenomenology are extraordinarily diverse in their interests, in their 
interpretation of the central issues of phenomenology, in their application of what they 
understood to be the phenomenological methods, and in their development of what they took to 
be the phenomenological program (Moran, 2000).   
Phenomenology is the study of human experience and the presentation of things to us, in 
and through human experiences (Sokolowski, 2000), as well as a way of seeing rather than a set 
of doctrines (Moran & Mooney, 2002).  Phenomenology, according to Richards and Morse 
(2007), allows us to gain insight into the meaning of life experiences that we may have previously 
been unaware of.  It is a study of the life world, the world of lived experience which is both the 
source and the object of phenomenological research (van Manen, 1990).   
Phenomenology is both a philosophy and methodology (Patton, 1990).  As a philosophy, 
Edmund Husserl and his successors (e.g., Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty) are credited 
with the development of phenomenology as a philosophy (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003; Moran & 
Mooney, 2002; Moustakas, 1994).  There are two major phenomenological approaches, 
transcendental phenomenology and hermeneutic phenomenology that have as their foundations in 
the phenomenological philosophies of Husserl and Heidegger, respectively (Moerer-Urdahl & 
Creswell, 2004; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990). While Husserl’s philosophy of 
transcendental phenomenology emphasized meaning via description of phenomena, Heidegger’s 
philosophy, which is associated with the hermeneutic tradition, emphasized the interpretation of 
phenomena. According to Moran and Mooney (2002), Husserl believed that phenomenological 
descriptions were a means to clarify, illumine, enlighten, and elucidate the meaning of the 
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phenomenon in question; avoiding purely causal or genetic explanations. Another distinction 
between the two philosophers was that Husserl developed a methodology to explore phenomenon 
whereas Heidegger’s exploration of phenomena and those who follow in the tradition of 
hermeneutics tend to shun step by step processes (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2008; van Manen, 1990).  
Giorgi and Giorgi (2003) described Husserl’s phenomenological method as a 
philosophical articulation of a phenomenological method or a philosophical procedure. 
Moustakas (1994) refers to it as a conceptual framework. While “the phenomenological method 
in the social sciences is not something about which a consensus exists” (Giorgi, 2006, p. 353); 
both Giorgi and Giorgi (2003) and Moustakas (1994) agree that Husserl’s philosophy is the 
foundation upon which many modern day phenomenological methods (e.g., Duquesne 
Phenomenological Research Method and Heuristic Research Inquiry) are based.  For example, 
Amedeo Giorgi, developed a phenomenological approach and scientific analysis based on 
“Husserl’s (1913/1983) Ideas I where the method was first formulated and Merleau-Ponty’s 
(1945/1962) preface to The Phenomenology of Perception” (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003, p. 245).  The 
version of phenomenology that allows for psychological analysis of phenomena is referred to as 
the Descriptive Phenomenological Psychological Method (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003).  According to 
Moustakas (1994) this phenomenological approach and analysis is perhaps the most frequently 
utilized because it is the most developed methodological process. The Descriptive 
Phenomenological Psychological Method, developed by Amedeo Giorgi, also known as the 
Duquesne Method is the phenomenological method and analysis that was employed in this study.  
The specific procedures for data collection and analysis are provided later in this writing.    
 Selection of phenomenology. 
In phenomenology, truth is subjective (Bengston, Acock, Allen, Dilworth-Anderson, & 
Klein (2005) and phenomenologists believe that truth resides within a person’s private 
93 
 
 
perceptions (Dahl & Boss, 2005). Given that the voices of women with multiple marginalized and 
intersecting identities are quite often silenced, sometimes so silenced, that the stories are not even 
consciously known to the self (Laird, 1995), a methodology that seeks to understand daily life 
experiences and transform them into textual expressions was well suited to exploring the lives of 
African American lesbian women. Phenomenology, as a methodology, intentionally sought the 
voices, stories, and meaning of phenomenon in the lives of the participants or research 
participants.  As a science or way of knowing, phenomenology sought to obtain a deeper 
understanding of the meaning of everyday experiences (van Manen, 1990).  The lived 
experiences was the starting point and end point of this phenomenological research (van Manen, 
1990) and captured through the interview process. Utilizing a phenomenological approach 
facilitated the process of understanding what meaning pro and anti-gay discourses and legislative 
actions had in the daily life experiences of these women.    
The phenomenological method was also an appropriate choice for this study in that it 
supported an exploration of the life experiences of people in their natural environments.  
According to Creswell (1994), conducting research in the natural environment is characteristic of 
qualitative research.  The natural environment or the location of their choosing, that was also 
appropriate for the researcher, assisted the research participants with relaxing into the interview 
and decreasing much of the anxiety that they may have otherwise experienced as a result of 
sharing their personal stories. Anxiety may have resulted due to concerns about how their 
information would be utilized. Issues of trust may have arisen due to the possibility of feeling 
exposed and vulnerable while sharing their stories as well as the historical relevance of research 
within Black communities, e.g., Tuskegee experiment (Freimuth et al., 2001; Washington, 2006). 
Although the phenomenological method may have created some discomfort, van Manen (1990) 
opined that this methodology can also increase awareness, insight and a sense of liberation. As 
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hoped, it seemed that the research participants experienced an increase in their conscious 
awareness and critical consciousness upon sharing their stories.     
Philosophical assumptions.  
 Dahl and Boss (2005), provided the following philosophical assumptions of  
 
phenomenology to guide the research of family therapists. Three of the assumptions, according to  
 
the authors, related to: how we know, what we need to know, and where we locate ourselves in  
 
the research process.  
1. How We Know: (a) Knowledge is socially constructed and therefore inherently tentative  
and incomplete (Dahl and Boss, 2005).  This is associated with  the  phenomenological reduction  
 
as it supports the process of bracketing or setting aside my knowledge of the phenomenon –  
 
recognizing that my knowledge of the phenomenon is incomplete, unique to me, and based on my  
 
sociocultural context.  This assisted me with fully lending myself to the phenomena as it was  
 
shared by the research participants during the interview process.  According to Creswell (2003),  
 
one of the goals of research is to rely on the participant’s views of the situation being studied. (b)  
 
Since knowledge is socially constructed, the phenomenon of interest in this study could mean a  
 
variety of things to African American lesbian women who participated in the study (Dahl & Boss,  
 
2005). The meanings varied and were multiple, which required that the researcher was cognizant  
 
of diversity of viewpoints as communicated by the participants rather than as thought of by the  
 
researcher (Dahl & Boss, 2005). With regard to this philosophical assumption, it was  
 
necessary for me, as the researcher, to attend to the intersections of multiple identities that  
 
variously influenced the experiences of these women. As these intersections were pertinent to  
 
the meaning of the phenomena. (c) The more open ended the questions, the better.  The  
 
researcher sought to obtain thick descriptions or detailed accounts of the experiences of these  
 
women through the questions asked.  An additional question was asked at the end of the  
 
interview in the event that the questions did not capture the research participant’s experiences  
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with anti-gay discourses, legislation, and marriage amendment campaigns. For example, the  
 
research participants were asked if there was anything else that they would like to share about the  
 
phenomena that was not covered in the questions asked. Levitt et al. (2009) refers to this as  
 
clarification questions. (d) Knowledge will be obtained in this study through the interview  
 
process.  
2. What We Need to Know: (a) Common everyday knowledge about the women’s lives is  
important to understand the impact of antigay sentiment.  Exploring  everyday life experiences as  
 
individuals and within relational networks is as necessary for comprehending how African  
 
American lesbian women may be surviving and thriving, as is understanding the moments during  
which they are directly exposed to the anti-gay discourses and marriage campaigns, in private or  
in public. This may be information gathered during the initial stages (establishing rapport) of the  
interview.  In other words, establishing a rapport is a way to establish a connection with the  
research participants that is not directly tied to the interview questions. (b) Language and  
meaning of everyday life are significant. The language of these women (verbal and non-verbal) 
offer a perspective on how they negotiate daily life and it can be a source that is symbolically rich  
in meaning.  
3. Where We Locate Ourselves in the Research Process: (a) As researchers, we are not  
separate from what we study (Dahl & Boss, 2005). Bracketing or setting aside personal biases,  
knowledge, judgments and journaling will be helpful in managing my knowledge or experiences  
that may interfere with my ability to fully attend to the participant’s experiences.  (b) Everyday  
knowledge is shared and held by researchers and research participants.  There is no expert and the  
hierarchy is minimized (Dahl & Boss, 2005). Researchers recognize that their own background  
shapes the descriptions of their explorations  and they “position themselves” in the research to  
acknowledge that their interpretation flows from their own personal, cultural, and historical  
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experiences (Creswell, 2003).  I have explicitly stated my personal experiences with the  
phenomenon in the first chapter as an initial attempt to bracket my personal knowledge and to be  
transparent about my familiarity with the subject matter.  Through journaling, I also engaged  
in an ongoing and explicit process of self-reflexivity and self-questioning when it was necessary 
to avoid researcher bias and to take any corrective actions in procedures when necessary. (c)  
Regardless of method, bias is inherent in all research and must be made explicit at the beginning,  
according to Dahl & Boss (2005), and throughout the research process through journaling and/or  
processing with peers.   
      Ethical considerations. 
      In terms of ethical practices, Berg (1998), Christians (2005), and Dahl and Boss (2005)  
identified informed consent, voluntary participation, deception, privacy and confidentiality, and 
accuracy as critical areas of ethical concern.  Informed consent requires that the research 
participants are informed of their right to obtain information about the nature, benefits and 
consequences of the study (Christians, 2005; Freimuth et al., 2001).  Additionally, Berg (1998) 
opined that informed consents are measures that are utilized to avoid and/or minimize potential 
risk to the research participants.  The research participants in this study were informed of the 
purpose of the study, their right to participate on a voluntary basis, and their right to withdraw at 
any time during the telephone screening as well as during the interview.   
  Drexel University’s Informed Consent template was utilized to facilitate enforcement of 
these ethical practices and to ensure compliance with the standards of the University. Research 
participants were made aware of the importance of reviewing the consent form and invited to ask 
questions pertaining to the following areas of importance:  purpose of the research, the 
procedures and duration of the interview process, benefits, participant’s right to voluntarily 
participate, their right to withdraw, confidentiality and privacy.  Issues concerning potential risk 
(i.e., becoming emotionally distressed by subject) were also outlined in the consent forms (Orb, 
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Eisenhauer, & Wynaden 2001).  For example, the researcher stated that she would discontinue the 
interview if any of the research participants became emotionally, physically, or psychologically 
distressed as a result of the content of the interview. The sharing of their experiences was rather 
cathartic for the  participants and they experienced affective states that ranged from excitement 
and pride to anger and sadness.  When the participants expressed excitement and pride, I joined in 
their celebration and excitement, often congratulating them for taking action and getting involved 
in the campaigns. Yet, for others who at times expressed anger and sadness, I validated their 
thoughts and feelings with a simple gesture or nod and proceeded when appropriate. There were 
no visual signs or verbalizations which suggested that the participants were overwhelmed by the 
interviews such that they needed to be stopped or discontinued.  No referrals for therapeutic 
support beyond the interview were warranted or requested by the participants.    
  According to Berg (1998), issues regarding confidentiality and privacy are likely to arise 
when consent forms are signed.  However, this issue was not raised by any of the participants. 
Confidentiality requires that the researcher actively attempt to remove or limit any identifiable 
information from the records that may result in the identification of participants in a study and the 
research locations (Christians, 2005; Seidman, 2006).  The researcher requested that the 
participants identify a pseudonym for themselves; however, only a few participants identified a 
pseudonym.  In an effort to uniformly protect the identification of participants, the researcher 
assigned a pseudonym to each interview participant.  Only the researcher is aware of who those 
pseudonyms are assigned to.  A second effort measure that I utilized to protect the identities of 
the participants was the use of an attaché case with a lock/key to secure the tape recorders, video 
recorder and documentation.   Upon conclusion of the research study, documentation (consent 
forms/demographic sheets) will be returned to the research participants as recommended by Berg 
(1998).  
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Data Collection 
 Identification of sampling strategies. 
   A purposeful snowball sampling technique was utilized to identify participants for this 
study.  Various researchers (Creswell, 2003; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Orcher, 2005) have 
identified purposeful sampling as an effective strategy to identify people who have access or 
knowledge of prospective participants who are most likely to provide rich descriptions of lived 
experiences relevant to the topic of interest.  Maximum variation is a type of purposeful sampling 
that allows the researcher to see different perspectives on the subject matter (Creswell, 2007).  It 
is a common approach in qualitative studies that requires the researcher to determine, in advance, 
some criteria that differentiates the sites or participants (in this study the participants resided in 
different geographic locations), and then selecting sites or participants that are quite different on 
the phenomena (the statewide laws on marriage equality are different) (Creswell, 2007).  
Maximum variation suggest that common patterns can cut across samples that have a range of 
variation on the topic of interest (Patton, 1990). However, my sole purpose for utilizing this 
strategy was to see if there were common patterns, across state lines, among the participants in 
the study.  The goal of maximum variation is not to generalize; instead, the goal, according to 
Patton (1990), is to highlight similarities and differences across a relatively homogenous sample.  
Although the women all have similar intersecting and marginalized parts of their identities 
(race/ethnicity, gender, sexuality), their different geographic locations may have resulted in 
different experiences. The outcome of maximum variation could increase the credibility or 
trustworthiness of the findings.   
Determining sample size.   
 According to Patton (1990), sample sizes are dependent upon what one wants to know; 
what the purpose is for the inquiry; what is at stake; what will be useful; what will have 
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credibility; and what resources are available.  Smaller sample sizes are more likely to yield more 
in-depth information while larger sample sizes are likely to yield broader information that can be 
valuable in terms of understanding the phenomena of interest. Flexibility is recommended when 
determining sample sizes because new information often emerges that warrants a change in one’s 
initial plans (Patton, 1990; Miles and Huberman, 1994).  In the opinion of Richards and Morse 
(2007), changes are sometimes required when there appeared to be a discrepancy between the 
data that one is collecting and the data that one sought to collect; this was the dilemma that I 
faced. I wondered if perhaps my question was not clear enough.  Had I not been selective enough 
in identifying participants for the study?  I wondered if perhaps my own experiences and 
knowledge biased my perspectives on their experiences.  I explored the following questions to 
resolve my dilemma:  What did I want to know? Had I collected enough data to inform me of 
what I wanted to know? Was I looking for a particular outcome?  Did I need to be more open and 
flexible?  
 The size of the sample for this research study presented a number of dilemmas for me. 
Dilemma #1: The eligibility criteria required that the women identified as African American, 
were born and raised in North America, and had parents/grandparents whose ancestors were 
enslaved in the United States during slavery.  As of the end of January 2013, there were only four 
interviews scheduled and one of the four did not meet the above criteria.  The fact that there were 
so few interviews scheduled, at that point in time, prompted me to reconsider that criterion for 
participation in the study.  As such, I made a decision to include lesbians who identified as 
African American and/or Black, raised in North America but not necessarily born in North 
America.  The perspectives of Miles and Huberman (1994), Patton (1990), and Richards and 
Morse (2007) as identified above, supported this change.   
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Dilemma #2: The initial plan was to interview women from different states.  As of 
February 14, 2013, ten interviews had been scheduled and 80% of them were from the state of 
Pennsylvania. The descriptions of their experiences were not what I considered to be “thick 
descriptions” and this raised concerns for me.  I continued to ask myself the questions identified 
above.  Particularly, how was the data informing me of the phenomena of interest? I was still 
interested in interviewing women from different states but if I could not get those interviews I 
needed to move forward with what I had gathered.  
I received 12 additional referrals for women who resided in other states: NC, NJ, MD, 
NY and the District of Columbia
22
 between February 15 and February 18, 2013. This was an 
opportunity to interview women from other states who may have had more experience with the 
anti-gay initiatives and campaigns. The final sample consisted of 30 women:  eight from the state 
of Pennsylvania, eight from the state of North Carolina, eight from the state of Maryland, four 
from New Jersey, and two from the District of Columbia.  The demographic data will be 
identified in the discussion section.   
Recruitment and telephone interviews.     
In December 2012, letters and emails with copies for an attachment of my flyer were 
forwarded to: Elements, Living Waters Church, Unity Fellowship Church in New York, New 
Jersey and North Carolina, the William Way LGBT Community Center, Giovanni’s Bookstore, 
and the National Black Justice Coalition and other individuals within the LGBTQ community. 
The purpose of the letter and email was to provide an update on the status of the research 
proposal and to follow up on my previous request for their assistance.  In January 2013, I again 
followed up on my request for support as well as responded to offers of support for this project.  
                                                          
22
 Although the District of Columbia was not a territory that I initially identified, I included it because same sex marriage has been 
legal in the district since December 2009.  Also, I had not been successful in securing interviews with anyone from the state of New 
York which also legalized same-sex marriage in July 2011. I replaced NY with DC.        
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The snowball sampling strategy resulted in a total of 38 potential research participants who 
resided in the following states:  PA, NJ, NY, MD, DC, and NC.   
Thirty women met the criteria and agreed to be interviewed. Three women could not 
participate due to scheduling conflicts.  There was a loss of contact with four other prospective 
participants and one prospective participant refused to participate because she was not 
comfortable sharing personal information.   In total, 30 interviews were scheduled between 
January 27 and February 24, 2013.     
During the initial phone calls with each prospective participant, I introduced myself and 
informed them that I am a student at Drexel pursuing a PhD in Couple and Family Therapy.  I  
also shared that I am African American lesbian and my spouse and I are in a Civil Union in New 
Jersey.  I then explained the purpose of the study to each person that I spoke to.  If they had no 
questions, I proceeded by requesting their participation in the study.     
Once a “yes” response was received, I asked the individual that I was speaking with if 
she had a partner who might also be interested in participating in the study.  If there was a partner 
who was interested, I asked to speak to her and repeated the same procedure – explaining the 
purpose of the study, asking if she had any questions, and asking if she was interested in 
participating in the study.  If she said yes, I asked them to put me on speakerphone so that I could 
asked them both if they met the criteria to participate in the study.  Each person indicated that 
they had met the criteria for participation.     
At that point, I informed them that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any 
time.  They were informed that I would review the purpose of the study, voluntary participation, 
and their right to withdraw from the study upon meeting them in person.  A consent form would 
be provided for their review and signature prior to conducting the interview as well as a 
demographic data sheet.    
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I informed them of the anticipated length of time for each interview and that each partner 
would be interviewed individually.  They were told that their names would be entered into a raffle 
for one of three $25.00 gift cards once all interviews were conducted. If there were no questions, I 
asked for their address, scheduled the interview, and the phone call ended.   
Data recording procedures.   
Upon meeting with the participants, I introduced myself and spent a few minutes 
engaging in small talk with them before beginning the interview process.  This enabled both the 
researcher and the participant to relax and to begin to establish rapport (Berg, 1998). When we all 
seemed settled and relaxed, I provided each participant with a copy of the consent form. I asked 
each of them to review the consent form and sign it if they were in agreement with its’ content.  
Each participant was then provided a demographic sheet and asked to fill it out before 
proceeding.  Once the consent form and demographic sheets were completed, I handed each 
participant an interview protocol and reminded them that each would be interviewed individually.  
As recommended by Seidman (2006), I asked them to think of a situation that they had 
experienced that would speak to how they have been affected by anti-gay discourses and marriage 
amendment campaigns and legislation.   
I read the main question to the participants and ensured that they understood the question. 
I asked if the participant had any questions.  At that point, I took a moment to ground myself 
(“bracketing” or setting aside, as much as possible, any thoughts that may bias or interfere with 
my ability to attend to what was being communicated) and encouraged the participants to relax as 
well.  I then informed them that whomever wanted to go first could begin to speak when she was 
ready. Once the participant indicated that she was ready, the audio and/or video recording devices 
were turned on and the interviews began.     
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The interviews were conducted with two audio recorders and a video recorder.  Only 
three of the interviews were video recorded.  The researcher utilized three recording devices as a 
precautionary measure, to prevent the loss of data in the event that a device malfunctioned.  The 
video recorder was also utilized to capture data that could not be captured with an audio recorder 
but was not utilized for data analysis.   
I took notes after many of the interviews because it was less of a distraction during the 
interviews.  If there was something that I really wanted to capture and did not want to run the risk 
of forgetting, a brief note was jotted down. Overall, it was most productive for me to memo after 
I had an opportunity to unwind and process the data unless, again, I felt strongly about  something 
and thought it best to notate it immediately.         
I actively listened to what was shared and tried to limit questions for the purpose of 
clarification.  It was most helpful to the process when I was mindful of listening more and 
speaking less (Creswell, 2007; Seidman, 2006).  On occasion, it was necessary for me to remind 
myself of this and inform the participant that I was going to be quiet and listen because I was 
interested in hearing what they had to share.  This usually resulted in laughter.  These were my 
attempts to redirect myself and to resume a “phenomenological attitude” as opposed to a “natural 
attitude.”  The shortest interview was 35 minutes and the longest interview was two hours and 25 
minutes.  The average length of time for most of the interviews was  approximately 45 minutes of 
recorded time.   
The transfer of recorded data into written transcriptions. 
All interviews were transferred from the audio recordings to a Dropbox file that was 
accessible to the transcriber, Asher Consulting, LLC.  Twenty-six of the interviews were 
transcribed by Asher Consulting and four of the interviews were transcribed by me.  While 
waiting for the transcriptions to be returned to me, I listened to the audio recordings in their 
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entirety.  This was the beginning of my immersion into and analysis of the data. I continued to 
memo during this phase, jotting down ideas that stood out for me as I listened to the interviews.   
Once I was in receipt of the transcripts, I reviewed them to ensure that they were properly 
assigned to the participants. Once I completed my review of the interviews, a mass email (blind 
copy) was sent to thank each of the participants; to notify them of the geographic locations of the 
winners for the raffle; and to ask if they wanted the copy of their transcript emailed or sent 
through the U.S. Postal service. A copy of each participant’s transcript was forwarded to them in 
accordance with their preferred choice.  A memorandum was attached to the transcripts 
requesting that they be reviewed them to ensure the accuracy of their experiences as 
communicated during the interview.  If, by chance, the transcript did not contain the content of 
their interview, they were advised to contact me by phone, email, or to forward their concerns or 
comments in an enclosed self-addressed envelope.    
In addition to transcribing the interviews, I requested that Asher Consulting, LLC  
identify  initial codes
23
 to obtain a measure of reliability of the data, as recommended by Creswell 
(1994) and Rosenblatt & Fisher (1993).  Asher Consulting, LLC utilized an In Vivo
24
 coding 
strategy to code and categorize 22 interviews using NVivo qualitative software.  I simultaneously 
identified meaning units and assigned codes to larger sections of text via Microsoft Word. Once I 
received the coded data from Asher Consulting, LLC and purchased the NVivo software, I 
compared the two sets of coded meaning units.  The coding strategies were different yet I 
believed that there was a sufficient level of similarity across the two sets of coded meaning units 
such that a level of reliability had been obtained.      
                                                          
23
 Initial coding is intended as a starting point to provide researchers with leads for further exploration.  Initial codes 
are provisional, usually reworked as analysis of the data progresses and can employ In Vivo coding (Saldana, 2009).  
24 In Vivo Coding is also referred to as “literal coding” and “verbatim coding” and refers to a word or short phrase from 
the actual language found in the transcript (Saldana, 2009).  
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I transferred my coded transcripts into NVivo. Once all transcripts were coded to my 
satisfaction, I aggregated the data by categories and engaged in additional cycles of coding.  
During each cycle I recoded, reorganized and re-categorized the codes.    
While all of the data gathered during the interviews was significant to the daily life 
experiences of African American/Black lesbian women, the final categories were limited to those 
areas that shed light on the researched phenomena (i.e., effects of anti-gay discourses, legislation, 
and marriage amendment campaigns on their emotional and relational well-being), particularly 
the questions on the interview protocol. I identified the following categories based on sections 
that had the greatest number of coded data:  marriage (81), advocacy (70), African American 
community (36), effect on the individual (43), community [includes church (91), work/school 
(32), medical (13)], and LGBT community (16)], living beyond the closet (15), social identities 
(59), state and federal laws (96), support networks (121), taxes and legal issues (33), Summary 
(25).  The final categories are identified in the next section under Step three.   
Specific Procedures For The Phenomenological Method and Data Analysis (Giorgi, 2009) 
Descriptive Phenomenological Method. 
Step one - read for sense of the whole.  With the mindset of phenomenological  
reduction
25
, a psychological perspective
26
, and sensitivity to the meaning of the experience for the 
participant, I listened to the audio recording as I read each transcript to get a sense of the whole.  
                                                          
25 Phenomenological reduction – “everything in the raw data is taken to be how the objects were experienced by the 
describer, and no claim is made that the events described really happened as they were described. The personal past 
experiences of the researcher and all his or her past knowledge about the phenomenon are also bracketed.  This 
bracketing results in a fresh approach to the raw data” (Giorgi, 2009, p. 99). It “is not only a way of seeing but a way of 
listening with a conscious and deliberate intention of opening ourselves to phenomena as phenomena, in their own 
right” (Moustakas, 1994, p 92). 
 
26 Psychological perspective – “implies a certain kind of delimitation.  The researcher is not interested equally in all of 
the data (although it is all reviewed and analyzed), but mostly in those aspects that have the potentiality of revealing the 
psychological meanings contained in the data” (Giorgi, 2009, p. 182).  
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Listening to the audio recording while reading the transcript facilitated my experience of the 
phenomenological reduction.  It also enhanced my ability to re-experience the interview.   
Step two – determination of meaning units. 
I reread the transcripts, from beginning to end, to identify the meaning units.  This time, I 
only listened to the audio when clarification was needed.  Each time I detected a shift in the 
meaning of the text, that section of the text was highlighted and established as a meaning unit.   
The major aim of this step was to identify meaning units within each transcript that 
revealed how the participants experienced anti-gay social and political agendas and to tease out 
the psychological implications.  The most important function of the meaning units, according to 
Giorgi (2009) is how they are transformed as parts of a whole and how they are integrated into 
the overall structure .   
Step three – transformation of participant’s expressions into phenomenologically 
psychologically sensitive expressions. 
The third step involved the transformation of meaning units into psychologically 
sensitive expressions ( Dahl & Boss, 2005; Giorgi, 2012; Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003) that maintained 
the accuracy of the participant’s described experience of the phenomena.  From the beginning of 
each transcript, I carefully explored what variant psychological implications were embedded in 
each of the meaning units.  Upon determining the psychological implications for each unit, the 
raw data was transformed from 1
st
 person to 3
rd
 person expressions, conveying the psychological 
implications.  This helped to increase the likelihood that the transformations were true to the 
participant’s experience and to decrease the likelihood of biases or identification with the data on 
my part.   
I then engaged in the reiterative process of “imaginative variation” during which I 
considered potential meanings for each unit to identify the most essential and psychologically 
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relevant expressions for the experienced phenomena.  In other words, I reflected on what the 
participant’s subjective experience was of anti-gay discourses, legislation and marriage 
amendment campaigns and what meanings were embedded within these descriptions. One could 
amass multiple psychological implications for the units.  However, to ensure that the implications 
were associated with the area of interest, I reflected on the meaning units within the context of 
each transcription as well as all transcriptions as a whole. In this way, I was mindful of the 
holistic nature of the phenomenological approach and how contextually dependent each meaning 
unit and transformation was to the structure of the phenomena.  Giorgi (2009) opined “the 
meaning within a description can have forward and backward references” (p 128).  This process 
continued until all meaning units had been transformed. While sensitive to the contextual frame 
within each interview, I was also cognizant of the contextual ground that existed across all of the 
transcribed interviews.   
The meaning units should be conceived as figures against a contextual ground that  
spreads laterally across all of the other meaning units.  It is not only legitimate but also  
necessary to draw from that ground in order to come up with transformations that  
accurately highlight the psychological dimensions of experience. (Giorgi, 2009, p. 134). 
 
With each iteration, I explored the psychological implications for each transformed 
meaning unit to arrive at higher level transformations.  I considered the relationship between 
transformed meaning units and how critical each transformation was with regard to the overall 
description of the phenomena.  If the removal of a meaning unit created a void in the description, 
it suggested that the meaning unit was an essential part of the structure.  If the removal of a 
meaning unit had no effect on the description, it was not considered to be an essential part of the 
structure.   
For example, one of the participants spoke of how, in her opinion, she and her wife made 
too many compromises during the planning stages of their wedding and how she regrets having 
done so.  One could make the case that this is indirectly related to the phenomena of interest; 
108 
 
 
however, I determined that it was not an essential aspect of the structure that addressed the  
effects of anti-gay discourses, legislation, and marriage amendment campaigns.  From a systemic 
perspective, it has a great deal of relevance for how this life changing event influenced the 
dynamics in the relationships between family members and will be discussed in the discussion 
section.  The removal of this meaning unit did not create a void in the overall structure of how  
anti-gay discourses, legislation and marriage amendment campaigns were experienced by the 
participants in this study. Only the meaning units that specifically addressed how participants 
were effected or not effected were deemed to be essential parts of the structure.       
During one of the early cycles of transforming the meaning units, I organized the units 
based on categories that emerged from the data. However, during the final phase of identifying 
essential units for the structure, I utilized the interview protocol as a guide. As I explored each 
meaning unit, it was placed under the appropriate section from the interview protocol.  The 
sections are as follows:  1) Personal Experiences and Beliefs – have the anti-gay initiatives and/or 
marriage amendment campaigns affected you in any way: the way you feel about yourself and/or 
your religious beliefs? 2) Relationships with others – have the anti-gay initiatives and/or marriage 
amendment campaigns affected your relationships with others: at work/school, in your family, 
with heterosexual friends, with LGBT friends, within the LGBT community, in your relationship 
with partner, spouse, or wife, and/or in your religious community? 3) Environment – have the 
anti-gay initiatives and/or marriage amendment campaigns affected: how you feel among 
strangers or casual acquaintances, the way you feel about your city, state, or country, how you 
feel as an African American lesbian couple, the way you feel when seeking medical or mental 
health care? 4) Credibility questions – is there anything we have not discussed that you think is 
relevant to your experience of anti-gay discourses, legislation, or marriage amendment 
campaigns?  Do you have any feedback regarding the interview process? Please provide, in a 
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sentence or two, a summary of what it is like to be an African American lesbian person during 
this time.  Once all essential parts were placed in their respective sections, I utilized it to develop 
the structure of how African American/Black lesbians are affected by anti-gay discourses and 
marriage amendment campaigns.       
Step four – development of the structure. 
The structure is not meant to be a definition of the phenomena; it is instead a composition 
of constituent parts and brings into view the relationships between them. The purpose of the 
structure is to convey what is essential about the phenomena as experienced and revealed by the 
participants. It is not meant to identify all implications of the experience in a detailed way 
(Giorgi, 2009), that will be provided in the next chapter in the discussion section. The empirical 
data for each section of the structure will be listed in the appendices.     
Listed below is the general structure for the following question - As an African American 
lesbian woman, how is your life influenced by public and private conversations on same-sex 
marriage and marriage campaigns that seek to and, in effect, limit the rights of same-sex couples?  
I am interested in hearing anything you have to share that relates to same-sex marriage, limited 
rights for legalized same-sex relationships, and/or constitutional amendments restricting marriage 
to that between a man and a woman.  
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Chapter 4:  Results and Findings 
Demographics of Sample 
 
The demographics of the participants in this study are not meant to be generalized for all 
African American lesbian women; however, it does contribute to the existing data on African 
American lesbian women and their families.  As stated in chapter two, obtaining accurate data on 
this segment of the population and their families is critical to the discovery of the strengths and 
needs of these family systems as well as the identification of policies and community services  
(i.e., social, economic, housing, medical, educational) necessary to sustain the communities in 
which they reside.  Anti-gay legislation must be viewed from the perspective of how it will 
impact families and communities.  When community advocates are able to identify who their 
constituents are, they will be able to advocate for their needs with a better understanding of the 
effects of anti-gay initiatives and constitutional amendments.      
Geographic locations. 
There were a total of 30 women who 
participated in this study.  Nineteen of  the 
participants identified as African American, one 
as African American/Caribbean, one as African 
American/Black, eight as Black, and one as a 
Black Islander.  Eight women were interviewed 
from each of the following states of Pennsylvania, 
Maryland, and North Carolina.  Four women 
were interviewed from New Jersey and two from the District of Columbia.     
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Age of participants.  
 The youngest participant in this study 
was 29 years of age and the oldest was 64 years 
of age.  The mean age of participants in this study 
was 44.9 years of age.  This compares to the 
mean age of individuals in same-sex couples 
(44.4) and different-sex married couples (50.8) 
across the United States in 2011(Gates, 2013).  In 
the Dang & Frazer (2004) report the median age of women in Black same-sex families was 39 
years of age which was younger than women in Black different-sex married couples (43 years of 
age).  Although participants in same-sex couples tended to be younger compared to different–sex 
married couples it suggests that individuals in both types of coupled relationships may be getting 
older. Implications for this finding are pertinent to public policies and legislation that addresses 
the needs of an aging population, particularly among African American lesbian women in the 
areas of housing, healthcare, and economic security.    
              Sexual identity. 
 Although each of the participants 
indicated during their initial interviews that 
they identified as lesbian only two-thirds of 
them identified themselves as lesbians on 
their demographic data forms.  Thirteen 
percent identified as bi-sexual, 10% 
identified as same-gender-loving and close to 
seven percent did not identify their sexual 
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orientations.  Those who identified as queer and gay each accounted for a little over three percent 
of the participants. A similar finding was identified in Ramsey et al. (2010) and Bowleg et al. 
(2004).  This could be a reflection of age, a political stance,  or racial identity.  Ramsey et al. 
(2010) suggested that it may be a reflection of women rejecting binary categories (lesbian or 
straight, butch or femme) and choosing categories that fit their lived experience. For example, 
gender expression for four of the participant’s was masculine or androgynous; however, their 
gender identity was female and their sexual identity was lesbian. This implies a need to explore 
sexual identity from the perspective of the individual instead of a standard group classification.        
Level of education.    
The participants in this study had 
higher levels of education compared to the 
percentage of the Blacks aged 25 years and 
older (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013).  Sixty-nine 
percent of the participants in this study had a 
Bachelor’s degree or higher (i.e., 33% had a 
Master’s degree, 30 percent had a Bachelor’s 
degree, and six percent had a PhD).  An American Community survey indicated that 18.4% of 
Blacks age 25 and older had a bachelor’s degree or higher (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013).  In a 
report released by the American Community Survey on the Black population in the United States 
in 2004, 17% of Black women aged 25 and above had a bachelor’s degree or higher (McKinnon 
& Bennett, 2005).  
Household income. 
The participants in this study had higher levels of income in comparison to median 
household income for Blacks and other households in the United States. The median annual 
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household income for this sample was $94,000.00
27
 compared to a median annual income of 
$62,273 for family households and a median annual income of $50,054 for all households in the 
U.S.  (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Smith, 2012).  The median annual household income for the 
sample in the current study where both partners/spouses are contributing to household income is 
on par with annual household incomes for same-sex partners when both partners/spouses are in 
the labor force ($94,000) (Gates, 2013).  However, this data does not provide information on 
racial/gender identity. 
There is a need to exercise caution 
when considering the median household 
incomes from this study because: 1) it far 
exceeds the median household incomes for 
all households and 2) African American 
female same-sex couples were identified by 
Dang & Frazer (2004) as having the lowest 
annual household incomes among all same-
sex households.  Further the Women of 
Color Policy Network (2011) highlighted a persistent gap in wage earnings for women of color.  
The high rate of median annual income for the current study participants is not representative of 
income levels
28
 that are purported to cause a disproportionate effect of anti-gay legislation, and 
constitutional amendments in the lives of African American lesbians.   
                                                          
27 Higher household income levels among African American lesbians were also found in Ramsey et al. (2010).  
However, as highlighted by Ramsey et al. (2010), these higher levels should not suggest that the participants are not 
impacted by anti-gay discourses, legislation and constitutional amendments.   
28 “The misleading myth of affluence steers policymakers, community organizations, service providers, and the media 
away from fully understanding poverty among LGBT people or even imagining that poor LGBT people exist” 
(Albelda, Badgett, Schneebaum & Gates, 2009). 
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The age group with the highest 
percentage of participants and the highest 
median household incomes in this study was 
the 40-49 age group (40%) followed by the 
30-39 age group (26.67%).  Similarly, the 
two age groups with the highest median 
incomes across the United States were 35-44 
(61,916) and 45-54 (63,861) (DeNavas-
Walt, Proctor, & Smith, 2012). Therefore, 
the relationships between median household incomes and the age groups with the highest median 
incomes were proportionate to national averages (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Smith 2012).  While 
the participant’s income levels were disproportionate to median household income for Black 
households and other households across the U.S., the age groups in this study with the higher 
median household income were proportionate to the age groups of people across the United 
States.     
Health insurance. 
Eighty-six percent of the participants in 
this study had health insurance coverage.  This 
compares to a rate of 80.5% in the Black 
population and 84.3% in the general population in 
2011(DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Smith, 2012). 
Data analyzed from an American Community 
survey suggested that in 76.5% of same-sex 
couples both partners/spouses had health insurance 
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in 2011 (Gates, 2013). Health insurance coverage is a major factor in help seeking behaviors for 
African Americans whether we speak about physical health or mental health.  Income has been a 
major factor in whether or not they are able to access health coverage (Matthew & Hughes, 
2001). Due to the cost of insurance and anti-gay policies and legislation prohibiting family and 
relationship recognition, many participants were not able to obtain health insurance.    
Parenting. 
Sixty percent of the participants 
were parenting children.  Sixty percent had 
one biological child and 40 percent had two 
biological children.  The largest number of 
biological children resided in the state of 
Pennsylvania (6), followed by North 
Carolina (5).  These two states do not have  
 
legal recognition for same-sex couples.                                              
       Fifty percent of the participants had one non-
biological child and the remaining 50% of the 
participants had two, four, and eight non-biological 
children. 
       Ten percent of the participants had foster children.  
One of the participants in North Carolina had a foster child and two participants in the state of 
New Jersey had a foster child.  North Carolina allows gays and lesbians to foster children but do 
not allow for same-sex couples to foster children because they do not recognize same-sex unions 
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(All Children Matter, 2011).  However, in the state of 
New Jersey, second parent adoption by same-sex 
couples is legal.  
Nearly 17% (16.6%) of the participants had 
adopted children living in their homes.  Four of the 
children were adopted in the state of Pennsylvania 
and one was adopted in the state of Maryland.  Both 
states 
allow for second parent adoption by same-sex 
couples. Two of the participants, in the state of 
Pennsylvania, adopted their partner’s biological 
children that they gave birth to during their 
relationship together.  In other words, these 
biological children were not born in previous 
heterosexual relationships.  The adopted child in 
the state of Maryland was a non-biological child 
adopted by both of two of the participants in this study. Sixty-one percent of the participants have 
children (biological, adopted, and step-children) under the age of 18 years of age. In the ACS 
survey, 19.4% of the females in same-sex couples had children under the age of 18 years of age 
(Gates, 2013).                 
 There are more participants who are parenting and residing in the state of North Carolina  
 
compared to any other jurisdiction in the study.  This is significant when we consider that: 1)  
 
same-sex parenting is more common in the South; 2) same-sex couples are more likely to be  
 
raising children in the most socially conservative parts of the country, i.e., states with legal  
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environments that are not supportive and/or are hostile toward LGBTQ individuals and their  
 
families; and 3) African American same-sex couples are 2.4 times more likely to be raising  
 
children compared to their White counterparts; yet, African American different-sex couples are  
 
only 1.3 times more likely than their White counterparts (All Children Matter, 2011; Gates,  
 
2011).  The largest number of participants who are parenting children are between the ages of 40- 
 
49 and the next largest age group is 50-59.  Yet the largest age group for participants who are not  
 
parenting is the 30-39 age group.   
 
                                      
        There are nine participants who are married or considered themselves to be married who are 
parents and nine who are married that are not parents.  Likewise there are six participants who are 
not married but are parenting children and six who are neither married nor parenting children.   
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Personal Experiences/Beliefs 
Affected by the discourses and campaigns.   
One of the things that was evident very early during the interview process was the range 
of diverse experiences that influenced the lives of the participants in this study as it related to 
anti-gay discourses, legislation, and marriage amendment campaigns.  Although the participants 
had similar intersecting racial, gendered, and sexual identities, their experiences of the 
phenomena were also shaped by respective sociocultural and sociopolitical contexts that they 
navigated on a daily basis.  Marriage equality, according to one participant, is an important issue 
that has to be considered within “the context of where we are.”  
The participant’s responses to whether or not the anti-gay initiatives or marriage 
amendment campaigns impacted their lives was not always clear. For example, some participants 
stated that they were not affected by the initiatives or campaigns yet they also believed that as an 
American citizen they should have the right to marry the person of their choosing.  I was not sure 
of what to make of such responses.  Although the participants wanted the right to marry the 
person of their choosing and the laws prevented them from doing so, many stated that they were 
not affected by anti-gay discourses and legislation. I began to contemplate whether or not my 
“expectation” of a “yes,” or “no” response was a problem that prevented me from fully 
considering other factors that may have influenced their responses.  As I increasingly attended to 
the “whole” of their narratives as opposed to simply focusing on the parts, I gained more clarity.  
Each part of the narrative revealed something about what came before as well as what came 
afterwards.   
The participants believed that the right to a civil marriage should be an equal civil and/or 
 
human right available to all citizens who met the requirements of the law for civil marriage.  They  
 
did not believe that their right to marry the person of their choosing should be based on their  
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sexual orientations, sexual identity, and gender expression. Additionally, they believed the  
 
government and organized religion should not have the right to determine whom they loved and  
 
whom they chose to spend the rest of their lives with.  For some, it did not matter whether that  
 
right was referred to as “marriage” or something else, as long as it granted them state and federal  
 
benefits and legal protections equal to those which are granted to different sex married couples.  
 
As taxpaying American citizens, they did not believe that their commitments, marriages, and  
 
families should be deemed inferior in any way to their different sex counterparts.    
 
 
Fayla – “If my happiness comes from this 5’10” black woman sitting next to me, and we are both women of faith 
and desire to have that union blessed, I have a right, as a legal taxpaying, law-abiding citizen, to have that, and all 
the benefits the law of the land—taxes and the like—offer us.” 
Anaya -  “marriage should be between two people who love each other and want to spend their lives together.  
But of course like X said – everyone wants to use religion as the reason why they shouldn’t.   My biggest 
argument has been - this is the United States and not everyone practices the same religion.”  
Diamond – “The language has to be clear….the training needs to be done, and people just need to understand this 
is my wife. I’m glad the law is passed and we can say, this is my wife. This is not my friend, my girlfriend. 
Partner, people still don’t understand what that means.” 
Antoinette – “I think it's my right to choose who I want to be in love with, who I want to spend my life with…. 
Come on.  It's my right as a human being, okay.  It's my right, and it's up to me to choose what I want.” 
Ayana – “It’s, it’s very, being in a heterosexist environment and seeing a lot of those relationships fail even under 
those traditional roles – traditional views, it is very difficult to hear anti-gay, anti-same-sex marriage, um,  
opinions, um.  Especially because in my relationship we spent a lot of time trying to invest in building a 
substantial relationship that, um, that is sustainable.”   
Toni – “You should be with whoever you want to be with, no matter what color they are [,] two men, two women.  
It shouldn't matter.” 
Aziza – “I just feel like I should have equal rights, full equal rights, full civil rights.  I feel like those movements 
kind of go in tandem.  They’re not the same, but definitely oppression is oppression.  That’s where they mirror 
each other, because you’re still oppressing somebody, and therefore you’re limiting their rights.  I feel like I 
should get all my rights.  I love my wife.  We have a beautiful, functional family.”   
India –“Personally, I feel like, if I have equal rights, it doesn't necessarily have to be called marriage. That's just 
my personal thing because I feel as though marriage is a very sort of human construct….to me it doesn't have this 
great, deeper meaning because I feel like it was invented for somebody's purpose.”   
Sasha – “I personally feel like I never really wanted to be married because of what I saw in my environment. 
They didn’t work….people started talkin’ about gays and lesbians getting married I wasn’t quite okay with 
that….Why would I want to do that?.... I thought was a heterosexual experience….it was almost like I felt, and 
this might be a horrible comparison, but I felt like….Like as a slave. I began to identify with my slave owner and 
I began to try to do things to satisfy them and to be connected to them, and to be like them.” 
Sasha – “Do I want to commit? Absolutely. Do I wanna do a—some kind of ceremony? Absolutely. Do I wanna 
call it marriage? I don’t think so because I want something that’s unique to us….I want something that will be just 
as powerful, just as meaningful.”  
Abeni – “The impact I think on my life has been just the raising of the possibility of being married because for me 
I’ve never—I should say it’s changed and I’m hesitating because it’s changed…maybe even a year and a half ago, 
if you had asked what I want—aren’t you going to get married?.... I was like I don’t believe in marriage…. 
because I come from a broken home.” 
Sade – shared that she is often times sad and angry when she thinks about the inequality of civil marriage.  She 
said she is not afforded the same legal rights as heterosexually married couples.  
Abeni – “Who I love is not the law’s business.   There’s a separation between Church and State for a reason.” 
Amanda – “I don't feel as though I've been affected negatively or positively”   
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Daya -  “Um, do they affect how I feel about myself?  Absolutely not! – I feel about me because I am me and I am 
in the relationship that we have and the family, so, no.” 
Daria – “I guess when I think about that there’s legislation out there that is trying to limit or prevent same-sex 
marriage I guess I think well, that’s unfortunate.  It’s always interesting to me—like I’m trying to understand the 
other person’s point of view.  Why?  Why is this so important to them?.... I’m not necessarily angered by it 
because I do believe that part of what makes this country who we are is free speech and the ability to be free.  You 
have the right, if you have a difference of opinion or a different point of view to lobby for that; right or wrong.  
You have that right and just like I wouldn’t want my rights taken away as an American in that regard I don’t think 
theirs should be taken away either.”   
Anika – “I don’t really feel that my life is impacted by public or private conversations.  I’ve always felt that I’m a 
very strong person.  I don’t really feel that my everyday life is influenced by the opinions of others, as long as it 
doesn’t limit my own life goals and what I wanna do.  Public conversations on same-sex marriage—I really 
haven’t experienced any hindrances in any of the arenas that I’m in: work, family, friends, in any environment.”     
 
 
A constellation of issues.     
The participants indicated that there were many issues to be dealt with.  Marriage  
equality was important but so, too, were many other issues within African American  
communities.  The participant’s experience of the anti-gay discourses, legislation, and marriage  
amendment campaigns was based on issues that they confronted on a daily basis within their  
families and communities as African American women.  Some stated that they were simply not  
fazed or not so easily moved by the discourses and campaigns.  If they could not see how getting  
involved in the campaign would address the more crucial issues that they encountered on a daily  
basis, it was less likely to get their full attention.  Many of the participants stated that the  
immediacy of other concerns dictated how attentive they were to the issue of marriage equality.   
While cognizant and empathetic to the plight of others who were differently impacted by the  
discourses, legislation, and campaigns, their realities dictated a need to be mindful of how they  
utilized their time and energy.  Therefore, issues that were more critical in their daily life  
experiences like economic disparities, affordable housing, employment opportunities, quality  
education for their children, homelessness among LGBTQ youth, HIV/AIDS, and issues  
concerning the transgendered community had a more direct affect upon the everyday lives of  
people in their communities. 
 
Yejide - “In the beginning, it didn’t affect [me] at all.  She said , she didn’t think about it because they were 
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focused on fighting for education and fairness in the school system in the south…. They were also focused on 
empowering the gay and lesbian community.”  
Daria – “the women have hit the glass ceiling.  They don’t have any women in the upper management or 
management areas.  Not any, but very few or limited. African Americans?  Mm-mm, please.  I haven’t even 
gotten to lesbian yet.  That’s a whole ‘nother dynamic….that’s a whole ‘nother dynamic.  When you come in 
couching the whole-how am I limited or affected because I’m black lesbian woman because of same-sex 
marriage it’s like yeah, well, take a number.” 
Anika – “I think that there are so many issues…going on… that are important – and - marriage is definitely 
something that’s very important.  Equal rights… in this way, [are] extremely important, I think, for everyone.  
Just right now in my world - in the work that I do – I see, um, so many other plagues in the African American 
community where, you know, this is a personal need for me – having this pushed the forefront I think, for me, 
would be selfish right now because there are so many other things going on…..I think it does affect… the 
family and the family structure and that stability and perhaps…it does affect children and the stability in their 
lives as well as community.”   
Fayla – “Because the black people that I knew, the lesbians that I knew and the black men that I knew that are 
gay and lesbian, marriage was not our issue.  It was not our big issue.  We were dealing with issues of poverty.  
We were dealing with issues around poor schools and education.  Dealing with issues around gender and all of 
these kind of things.  I could care less about whether or not we get married.” 
Adisa – “females make less than their male counterparts, and African-Americans tend to make less than their 
White counterparts.  This automatically puts African American females at a lower level in terms of economic 
security.” When she thinks about aging, the economic disparity coupled with the absence of federal recognition 
for LGBTQ couples it causes concern for her.    
Abeni -  shared that many within African American communities continue to struggle with supporting marriage 
equality. There are other issues that affect larger percentages of the Black population but this is an important 
issue too.   
Ayo – “As an African-American woman I certainly hang out in space with folks that feel there are other issue 
that’s should take precedence over this. Gay marriage is not our number one issue….there’s a part of me that 
sort of identifies and aligns with that camp....Although I think it’s a piece of a much bigger constellation of 
public policy issues that we should be focused on - I think because there has been momentum around it that - 
because we were so close - I felt like it should have been an issue for Black folks and Brown folks to be in 
support of and not to the detriment or diminishing that there are other big policy issues as well.”  
Ayo – “I think when you are a part of a community that is woman identified, ethnically identified, 
transgendered – you can’t sort of  pull apart pieces of yourself.  So thus you gotta be able to see that there is  
alignment and connection across all of these issues. So the people who were raising stating that this isn’t our 
issue…yes - there are some bigger issues because poverty and homelessness for young kids are big issues…but 
it is hard to prioritize the battles because we are all of those things.”    
Fayla – “I would say that, for me—…it was not as important, because …the house was burning.  When the 
house is burning, I can think about the thing that’s smoldering in the corner, or I can put out the flames that is 
most threatening to the house.  There were things before us that were much bigger than marriage, much, much 
bigger than marriage.  The house was burning.  I was concerned about our young people…. I was concerned 
about [the kids in] our community not having a safe space to come, where people were killing themselves, and 
on drugs, and high-risk behaviors.  I was concerned about the lack of support for our community, as related to 
the laws of the land, where same-sex domestic partner situations were happening, and the police were not 
responding properly. That work took precedent….The people that were talking about marriage, those 
conversations were not coming from within my community.  They were just not.  Those conversations were 
coming from outside of this community that was drowning.  There wasn’t a life raft for poverty.  There wasn’t 
a life raft for many of these other things.” 
Abeni – “I’ve met so many people that are across the spectrum of sexuality from gay to bisexual, transgender, 
or what have you, that it made me have to open up my thing.  When you start talking about same sex marriage 
and I already know all these people that are beyond even my understanding of gay, okay, so you’ve given me 
the right, do they still have the right too? Does a transgender person get that right?  How does that then play out 
because as I’m getting my benefit I’m thinking of the other folk that aren’t getting the benefit …”  
 
 
      Who is most likely to be affected. 
      There was a general consensus about who was most likely to be impacted by anti-gay  
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discourses, legislation, and campaigns.  Many believed that individuals who identified as LGBTQ  
 
were more likely to be affected when they were: 1) exposed to statewide marriage amendment  
 
campaigns, 2) lived in communities that they experienced as hostile to gays and lesbians, 3) were  
 
not open about their sexual orientation, and 4) did not have supportive networks of family and  
 
friends.  For many of these participants, in the absence of marriage equality, it also mattered that  
 
they had other options available to protect the well-being of their  families. For example, in the  
 
absence of statewide and federal civil rights and legal protections that recognized and protected  
 
them as legitimate family units, some sought protections through second parent adoption,  
 
healthcare proxies, and powers of attorney.  Participants also believed that legal protections  
 
against discrimination in the workplace and communities based on sexual orientation, gender  
 
identity, and expression were pertinent to how one experienced anti-gay discourses, legislation,  
 
and marriage amendment campaigns.     
 
 
India – “I mean I don't feel like I've been directly impacted on a day-to-day thing.  I think more because there 
are some laws in place that help protect me in a coupling situation…. there's second parent adoption, and I don't 
know if just we've been fortunate in…that when we've gone to hospitals…There's never been any[thing] like, 
"Oh, she can't come in here," or, "Who is this person?" So in those ways I don't feel like I have been directly 
impacted while the conversations are still going on and back and forth because I feel like, in my personal life, 
I'm still able to move forward and do the things I need to do medically, financially and those sort of things.” 
Daria - her township recently expanded their human rights ordinance to include sexual orientation, gender 
expression, and gender identity. She thinks that the adoption of such ordinances is a direction that local 
governments will seek to chip away the opposition towards same-sex marriage.   
India – “I also think it makes my views very different because … when I came out to my family, no one 
shunned me or pushed me away, so I didn't have this sort of like this kind of like wow, I need to get these 
things pushed forward, so that my family will continue to love me or that my friends will continue to love 
me….So then when as laws get passed, I'm like oh, that's great, but it doesn't—I don't think it necessarily 
impacts me in the same way that I think a lot of maybe family or friends or other folks that I know may be 
impacted because they have sort of a different personal journey.”  
Aziza – since getting married, she thinks about social security, pensions, and obtaining special legal documents 
to ensure that her wife will be taken care of should something happen to her.  She stated that it is important for 
straight couples to have such legal documentation in place as well; however, it is a “must” for same sex couples 
because the federal laws do not recognize their same-sex marriages.  “I dunno, it’s just, it’s unfair.  It’s unfair.” 
Adisa – “I mean, when we talk about the various inequalities just as African-American lesbians, issues long-
term—as we begin to age, our aging issues, things that currently we don’t think about federally. How will 
things like pensions impact us, Social Security impact us, if the federal government doesn’t begin to recognize 
our unions, like survivor benefits and things of that nature?  Because we do tend to make less than our male 
counterparts, and as African-Americans we tend to make less than our White counterparts, so it all 
automatically puts us at a lower level automatically.  Those are some things that are concerning.  That would be 
a concern.”  
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           A reminder of the past. 
  
         According to one participant, the foundation of America is built on racism, sexism, and  
 
classism; therefore, things have been so “humanistically perverse” in America that this movement  
 
is simply a snapshot of history.  It is one of many struggles that will be won, she stated. There  
 
were others like her who viewed the constitutional amendments and state laws that banned same- 
 
sex marriages as a reminder of other periods in the history of the United States (e.g., when Blacks  
 
were denied the right to be legally married and when it was illegal for Blacks and Whites to  
 
marry one another.) This was, in part, relevant to why the discourses and marriage amendment  
 
campaigns were not a priority for many of the African American/Black lesbians who participated  
 
in this study.   
 
Like their ancestors, they were getting married anyway, in spite of the laws that denied  
 
them the right to a civil marriage. As one participant stated, “we were already getting married.”  
 
They ritualized their commitment to one another through traditional religious ceremonies or Holy  
 
Unions as well as non-traditional commitment ceremonies. Close to 97% (96.6%) of the  
 
participants in this study were in committed relationships.  Only one participant was single.  Fifty  
 
percent of the participants ritualized their commitment to one another.  Five had commitment  
 
ceremonies but they were not legally recognized unions.  Eight of the participants were married.   
 
The marriage of two of the participants was recognized in their state of residence and the  
 
marriages of the other six participants were not recognized in their states of residence. Two of the  
 
participants had a civil union that was recognized in their state of residence.   
 
Many shared that they were excited about the passage of laws granting them the right to a  
 
civil marriage; however, they did not need an entity to give them permission to ritualize their  
 
commitments to one another.  The law was only relevant with regard to more than 1,049 state and  
 
federal benefits that they are denied as a result of being a same sex couple. Similar to their  
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ancestors, they defined and determined for themselves when they were married and how they  
 
functioned within their marriages.      
 
 
Zola – “so to be an African American lesbian woman, it almost feels like – wasn’t something learned, you 
know, that my ancestors already went through?”  
Abeni –“ [I did not want] to give an entity the power to ordain what I already feel I have.  Then, because when 
you give them that power they can then take it away….I believe the Creator has already said yes to my 
relationship because I’ve been in it for ten years and I’ve been supported in good times and in bad times.  When 
I think about the marriage vows as we were just talking about recently, we’ve already done it.  We are already 
married.” 
Ayo – “in my mind I’ve always felt like I’m married by my definition and that’s all that I need, that it’s by my 
definition. We’ve drawn up every kind of legalese to make sure that we have protection, so body disposition, 
the will, a living will.” 
Fayla – “It’s the same way the black folk before civil rights came in and said, ‘Yes, we will recognize your 
relationship as contractual, and we’ll give you the benefits.’  That never impacted the fact that they were 
getting married.  We got married.  We jumped over the broom.  Community welcomed us, celebrated us, 
recognized our union.  That was all appropriate.  I do not believe the laws of the land have a right to impose on 
that.” 
Anika – “We did have a commitment ceremony…. I did have the poofy White gown, but we required everyone 
else to come very casual…. You could dress up if you’d like to, dress down, whatever you want….We did a 
circle of flowers for us to join in together.  We didn’t have anyone give us away.  We gave ourselves away.  
We joined together in a circle.  I had already given birth to our first child, so she joined us in the circle.  She 
was less than a year old, but she joined us in the circle.  My nephew that lived with us at the time, we did a 
family house blessing.  He joined us in the circle.  We did a few things in our ceremony that were just not 
traditional for general African American or heterosexual couples.  We did our own thing, you know what I 
mean?  I’m hoping that what we started, our children continue, like the little circle.”  
Diamond – “We were married in the eyes of God and our families and our friends, and that’s the way we took 
it.  The law caught up with us later on, so it was the same thing to me.” 
 
         Whose agenda is it? 
 
       Another reason given by some participants as to why they did not initially identify with the 
marriage equality movement was because it was considered to be the agenda of White gay  men.  
As one participant stated, she did not see reflections of herself as a Black lesbian woman.  She 
saw White faces in the ads and occasionally Black men but rarely, if ever, did she see Black 
lesbian women.  Moreover, the limited and/or absent representation of African Americans from 
the formative planning stages of the agenda also contributed to the disconnection that many felt.      
Fayla - “I am not so easily moved, [by the movement], because I know there are those that feels that this is a 
benefit.  I don’t know if those framers had me in mind when they did it.”   
Abeni – “I think the same sex marriage thing was really, although we signed off on it, was really pushed forth 
more by the gay White guys. It was because the gay White guys got the money, and that is what pushes the 
envelope….  We weren’t included.  We were included when you needed the numbers.  I’m still tired of us not 
being at the table so we can craft the law so that it really is an inclusive law.  We’re never included and I have a 
problem with that.”  
Fayla – “As black folk, I think we need to think about, how does this work for me?  Part of why I was anti-
focusing on this issue before was because I didn’t see how it worked for black folk. I’ve come to understand is 
that we all have to figure how we frame these things that have momentum behind them, but are not even 
125 
 
 
necessarily thinking fully about us.  There’s ways that we may be able to think about how it can benefit us…. 
Until that bridge was built—for me, even—it was not something that I felt was worth being distracted by.”  
India – “On one hand, I think it's great that we're pushing through this legislation, but there's so many other 
things that affect me, like being a woman and being paid fairly and being equal to my male counterparts….  
There's nothing being pushed through in that sense, or I mean, so I think there's a lot of other things, even as 
being an African-American woman, and I guess looking at that, I feel like those are things to me that I give 
probably a more emotional response to because….things that have been longstanding for years, and also [are] 
very visual.” 
Fayla - “If I only have so much energy, in terms of what I’m gonna pitch, what we’re gonna pick at, is marriage  
the thing I pick at here, where constitutionally, it ain’t happening, where the laws of the land already inoculated  
us?  Is that where I put my pick?”  For North Carolinians and South Carolinians, do we put our pick there,  
when we have the most conservative republican governor we have ever had in recent years?  Where we have  
both a House and a Senate and a court that are all conservative republican now, after the last redistricting  
debacle that happened?  Is that, Valerie, where I put my pick?  Is it?  No matter how noble the cause, is it, if the 
house is on fire?”    
 
          Casting a wider net. 
          Participants noted that part of the issue of gaining support from within Black  
communities was partially due to who was framing the issue and how the issues were framed.  
One participant stated that it would have been more effective to work from within African  
American communities so that the issue of marriage was contextualized and spoke to the daily  
life experiences of African American.  When advocates for marriage equality respectfully  
entered their communities and spoke about the benefits of marriage equality with an  
understanding of some of the issues that were endemic to Black communities, participants stated  
that they witnessed incredible changes taking place. People who had not been willing to hear of  
anything pertaining to gays and lesbians, such as Black clergy, were then willing to be engaged,  
according to the participant above.  There was a need to cast a wider net to ensure that the  
discourses and campaigns were inclusive and representative of the diversity that existed among  
LGBTQ individuals, their families, and their communities. Participants credited organizations  
like the National Black Justice Coalition (NBJC) and the National Association for the  
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) for their success in building coalitions within African  
American communities and with White LGBTQ organizations.      
       
 
Fayla – “I think that’s some of where marriage has had difficulty, because so much of the work is done from the 
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outside turning in, versus being in within community, and then purposing to grow something from there…. It often 
is this thing that feels like it’s more imposed from the outside.  Then, if the black folk don’t move fast enough, 
they’re the problem.” 
Adisa – “I think [I] would say that probably up until maybe the last three years…the African-American community 
as a whole didn’t have a voice at all in these campaigns, and the voice of women is still …a very minute voice, but 
nonetheless a voice…. Sometimes change is a slow process, but change is change, and so I’m grateful for change— 
I’m thankful for organizations like NBJC who has begun to really bring the voice of the African-American 
community to the table, because we weren’t at the table at all.  For that I’m thankful.” 
Fayla – “there are far too few of us southern voices that get into the full discourses.  I think that has been 
problematic.  I think we have something unique to bring to the mix, something unique to bring to the broad 
collective thinking.  Not many of the voices break through…. in ways that those voices get respected and honored.  
It’s not that there’s not a lot of people doing the work.  I’m saying, I have not found a lot of the voices breaking 
through into some of the more progressive discourses.” 
 
 
Gaining more support from African American communities. 
 
One of the results of community organizing and coalition building was a shift in the 
discourses and campaigns away from what was thought to be exclusively religious into the realm 
of civic discourses.  This had a great import for many within African American communities 
because a bridge needed to be built for those who, otherwise, could not see the benefit of getting 
involved in these campaigns, said one participant.  She also believed that there was a need to 
expand the conversation so that people could see that the issues were much larger than gay 
marriage.   
The participant also believed that the collection and accessibility of demographic data  
 
helped people to see reflections of themselves and subsequently a benefit to supporting this  
 
movement.  Determining who LGBTQ people were, where they were located, and what they  
 
looked like was critical to broadening the conversation and served as a catalyst for a critique of  
 
the issue by many who may not have otherwise explored the issue.   
 
 
Fayla – “I think the discussion around same-sex marriage, especially as the discussion is being held here in the south, is 
a very important discussion.  I believe that more now than I did three years ago.  I say that because the framing of the 
discussion has brought forth, brought more to the forefront, in terms of policy, in terms of faith and religion, and in 
terms of public perception, things that I don’t think would’ve been brought forward in the same way, had this 
discussion not provoked it….For example, there’s new interest in how many gay families really are here.  How many 
people does this really affect?  Of those families, what do they look like?  What are the makeups of those families?.... 
Who’s trying to get married?  What’s interesting about here, about the discussion of marriage versus this discussion 
around sexual orientation, is that it moves it from the realm of sexuality into the realm of solid civic discourses, which 
is a game-changer in the sense that, when it is in the realm of civic discourses, it actually challenges things that, 
heretofore, were thought to be only religious.”   
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Daya – “But my point is when it comes to Black LGBT, it is a different demographic.  It’s the 77 cents out of a dollar.  
So you are not going to call them every other day – every other week and say can you contribute… If you don’t 
contribute, we are not going to win.  That is just like a wall -they don’t want to hear it.  I don’t even want to hear it 
because of all of the priorities that we have, we have more children.  We have fewer benefits.  We have all of these 
other things and so the disposable income to go towards buying a right that we ought to have – excuse me… is just not 
there.  It’s just not going to happen.  And so one of the things that I really wanted Equality Maryland to understand is 
that from a diversity perspective….if you want to get Black people involved, you need a different value proposition for 
that, okay.”  
 
 
A sense of connection.  
 
             Nearly 57 percent (56.6%) of the participants were actively involved in the campaigns.  
 
In the opinion of these participants, who were from the states of North Carolina and Maryland,  
the marriage amendment campaigns were attempts to legislate discrimination and to mislead the 
public on the intent of the proposed amendments. As they began to look more closely at what was 
at stake and began to consider the potential consequences of the campaigns that were taking place 
within their states of residence, many felt compelled to educate themselves and others about the  
potential benefits and consequences of the respective amendments to their state constitutions. 
             For instance, one of the participants, in the state of Maryland, shared that she had not 
been involved in politics beyond voting.  However, when she read that the marriage equality bill  
in 2011did not pass in the state of Maryland, something changed for her and she said to her  
partner “let’s get involved.” She stated that she was not clear about what that meant yet she knew 
that she was no longer okay with not knowing.  They began to reach out, got involved with  
national and state level organizations and encouraged others to do the same. Many participants  
worked at the polls on election day, signed petitions, volunteered to transport people to the polls,  
held fundraisers to raise money to support the campaigns for marriage equality, and testified in  
front of state legislatures.  One participant stated, the more she got involved she became aware of 
how the political process is driven by big money. It caused her to reflect on other issues  
within Black communities that need to be addressed. She stated that she was incensed because it  
such large amounts of money are required to get laws passed, this presents a major problem for  
many of the issues plaguing Black communities.    
         Another participant, similarly affected by the discourses and campaigns, shared how she  
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and her partner developed a website and invited family and friends to share their thoughts and  
feelings about Question 6 (the marriage amendment in the state of Maryland).  Invitees could post 
comments and ask questions anonymously.  The participants shared how they met, the values  
they shared as a couple, and their plans for the future as a family.  They spoke about how  
Question 6 would impact their lives, posted links to other sites where people could go to get  
information and educate themselves on same sex relationships and marriage equality.  They asked  
people to pledge to vote for Question 6. One of the participants stated that the power of  
education, transparency and reaching out to others who had different beliefs or who were  
uninformed was transformative for her, her partner, and those who shared via the website. For  
these participants and others like them there was a sense that they could make a difference in the 
marriage equality campaigns.  One participant shared that she learned that sometimes people need  
first-hand accounts because they only know what they have been told about same-sex 
relationships and the people in them.  Others agreed with this sentiment and shared that it 
was important for people to look beyond the stereotypes and get to see and know the human 
beings they are. 
 
     
Anaya – the discourses and campaigns made her more accountable.  She has decided that she wants to be 
more active in things that impact her life and increase her knowledge of what’s happening around her.   
Abeni - thinks that in some ways they have helped the same sex movement just by being present and visible. 
People shared with her that if same sex marriage results in people like her adopting then they are 100% behind 
it. 
Zola – “I think that is what upsets me the most – that people can be so close minded that they allow 
themselves to be told something instead of experiencing something.  So they will go off of what someone has 
taught them and deny themselves of the experience to make the final decision for their selves – for 
themselves.”  
Ayo – the discourses and campaigns made straight people consider the many privileges they have to critique 
the fairness of that.  It made them question whether or not same sex couples should have the equal civil rights.  
Zola – it was powerful to connect with people on different levels and engage in dialogue about differences. 
She believed that the decision that she and her partner made to share their lives together with others was 
powerful because it opened people up to love, not being gay or straight but a human to human – spirit to spirit 
connection.  
Ayana – “We're gonna have our own little movement, and we don't know exactly how to get involved, but 
we're gonna… get involved in all of these things that we see that say that it's not okay for us to get married.  
We can do something.  We don't know what, but let's do this and then just see how that goes…” 
Folana – she and partner held fund raisers, went to Annapolis, to the Capital for Lobby Day and she and her 
partner testified. She worked the polls on Election Day, handed out literature and tried to persuade the 
undecided to vote for Question 6 and why they should.  It was helpful to have the NAACP there to provide 
support for marriage equality.   
Daya – “But then when I read that the legislation did not pass in 2011 for LGBT to get married it was like, I 
don’t know, something clicked and I said let’s get involved. Let’s just get involved and I really didn’t know 
what that meant….But I just said – it all happened – it happened and it would have affected me and I literally 
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knew nothing about it and so that make me think “how many others are out there that don’t know anything 
about?….You know knowledge is power…. So that was really – that was the wakeup call for me.  So to that 
end, I just started reaching out to friends and said, Okay, so what do you do? How does it go? What can I do?” 
Daya –“I actually testified in front of the legislature…. I went to the governor’s breakfast when he announced 
the bill - Interacted with that whole group several times…. got to go to a lot of fundraising events and just – I 
really got to see more than I ever thought I would or thought that I knew existed about the political process.  
Because now being on the other side of it, I am offended….about how –how much it is money based on….so I 
just took it out of this context and I put it in other contexts, look at all the other things – all the other laws that 
need to be enacted or things that need to be done.  If it is the same financially driven political process – we 
need a better way.  This is not right!” 
          
         There came a time when it made sense to get involved. 
         For participants in the state of North Carolina, who also experienced a campaign to amend 
their state’s constitution they, too, felt a need to get involved and educate the public about  
what Amendment 1 meant for same-sex couples as well as opposite sex couples. One of the  
participants stated that, “there came a time when it made sense to get involved.”  People  
needed to be educated – they needed to understand what was at stake for them as heterosexual  
people as well as what was at stake for same-sex couples.  They were hopeful about gaining the  
right to a civil marriage; however, their hope existed alongside the sociocultural and  
sociopolitical realities that are rooted in a history of social and economic injustices.  She said that  
the environments - socially, culturally, and politically - were quite oppressive but that did not stop  
them. They volunteered for phone banks and reached out to Black clergy and other organizations  
to dialogue, to build bridges, and coalitions.   
        For many in North Carolina, it seemed unlikely that marriage equality would become a  
reality in 2012 because of these oppressive conditions that existed prior to the campaign for a  
marriage amendment to the state’s constitution. One participant used the following analogy to 
convey how the issues were prioritized:  it was as if the house was on fire and she could attend to 
those things that were smoldering or those things that were aflame and burning the house down.  
There were bigger concerns about racial and gendered based economic disparities, impoverished  
school systems, a lack of affordable housing, a lack of employment opportunities, and  
homelessness due to one’s sexual and or gender identity and expression.  There were  
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concerns about the incidence of domestic violence among LGBTQ individuals and the lack of  
legal protections for same-sex couples. That being said, it was important to be involved and be a  
part of shaping and framing the discussion, particularly in the South.  The participant stated that it  
was important to get involved because there were not enough southern voices in the national  
discourses on marriage equality. 
 
 
Fayla – is excited that many now understand that there are diverse issues within African American communities 
and marriage is only one of them.  “In terms of the gay rights movement… until they can see that piece, then it’s  
going to be even more difficult to be effective.  Like any community ally, allies go both ways, or multiple ways.  
If I’m so single-issue focused, then it makes it very difficult to be a good ally, you know what I mean?” 
Keymoira – “I mean, we both have always been community activists to some extent, but during that campaign, we  
really found ourselves kinda canvassing, and made phone calls and attended public hearings, and just various  
events in an effort to educate people on the effects of Amendment 1.  Especially because the amendment was  
written in such a way that if you didn’t have a same-gender-loving friend or family member, then you wouldn’t  
really understand the impact of how it was written.  It was quite deceiving in a sense.” 
Fayla - It was important to educate people because when they don’t know what rights they have, marriage  
equality is not something that they can really think about.  “If I’m led to believe I have none, I don’t even pursue 
the rights I do have. It’s a lot of educating. A lot of our life is spent educating.  Educating allies and educating— 
most of the educating is not with allies, but within our own community.  That becomes really important.”  
Yejide - thinks when people engaged with them and realized that they were regular loving people, they were  
moments during which they were educated.  
Keymoira - People did not understand how the law was written because it seemed that if you were for marriage  
equality you would vote for the amendment but it was just the opposite.  “Okay.  If you were [laughter] for same- 
sex marriage, then you wanted to vote against Amendment 1.  If you were for—if you were against same-sex  
marriage, then you wanna vote for Amendment 1.  A lot of people in the community, even same-sex, thought,  
oh, voting for means yes to something, not really understanding that the amendment was saying we are only 
protecting marriage between a man—one man, one woman.” 
Yejide – “I didn’t join the fight until the Amendment 1, really.  I really got invested then, because I thought it was  
so discriminatory.  It just pissed me off that they would—I just couldn’t wrap my brain around, why would you  
go to this length to stop people from getting married?... That injustice really made me mad.  I also was upset that  
they could not—down here, it is very hard to separate civic and religion.  Those lines were so blurred that it was  
all about religion.”    
Fayla – “What I owned was, there’s some stuff I actually can do.  The whole thing kinda pisses me off, but there’s  
some stuff I can do.  I began organizing clergy.  I began working with the NAACP.  I started working more with  
national organizations on some of these issues.  I was in.  But I was in as a black woman, more so than I was as a  
lesbian.  I was in because I was sick of the insidious manipulation of our people.  We are not a stupid people.  I  
was so tired of the handful of black folk that were allowing themselves to be manipulated, acting like they were  
speaking for all of us when they really were not.  Then marriage became the issue.  I’m still challenged by it, but  
the work is important, the issue is important.  Again, I just would be—I would be able to swallow this so much  
better if there was more support for other issues that also impact us around poverty.  Marriage is not the biggest  
thing that impacts poverty.”  
 
 
         It was not important enough until it became personal.  
         Marriage equality was important but it was not important enough until it was  
experienced as a personal threat to their civil liberties. Some participants were incensed that 
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campaigns were organized to deny them, the same equal civil rights and legal protections that  
were customarily granted to other citizens, particularly as it related to marriage.  According to  
one participant, she was offended by the campaigns because she experienced them as challenging 
her rights as an American citizen.  She stated that she was so incensed that she fearlessly and  
fiercely campaigned for marriage equality.  Generally speaking, in spite of the range of emotions  
that many experienced, they chose to get involved and be a part of shaping their own future. Their 
involvement was instrumental to expanding the conversation on marriage equality so that it more  
aptly reflected the diversity that exists within LGBTQ communities.   
           When asked about their involvement in the campaigns, the majority of the participants 
stated that they were happy that they got involved.  There was a sense of pride and joy for what  
they had accomplished.  Two of the participants in North Carolina stated that they witnessed   
people who were diametrically opposed to marriage equality move towards the center and  
changes such as these caused them to be rather exuberant about their participation in the  
campaign. They clearly saw themselves involved in a process of change and the campaign was  
only one part of that process. One, in particular, shared how happy she was that she and her  
partner “got involved and did not sit on the sidelines.” It warmed her heart to know that their  
contributions made a difference in the lives of so many and that marriage equality, in their state,  
would be available for future generations. In as much as the participants experienced their  
activism as being a part of shaping history, present and future, they also experienced it as paying  
respect to their ancestors who paved the way for them.       
      
   
Keymoira –  “It is empowering.  It is exciting.  I think those are the two words I would wanna use, and it’s that 
way for me, because I’m making a mark in history not just by being a women, not just by being African-
American, but for playing an intricate role in this fight.  That’s what it is for me.”     
Kenyatta - “it just feels good to know that you’re just not laying down and just taking it.” 
Fayla – “We are fortunate to be living at such a time as this, where we get to do this work, this very challenging, 
murky, who wants to do it work.  It’s our time…. I don’t know a time of war…. I only know a time where 
America was safe…. [she] thinks, as an American citizen—and [she is] a proud American—that [she] has a 
responsibility to join in, that this nation will be better for the generations that follow, because somebody fought 
for [her]. It is [her] time to now fight for future generations, and those that are here now today.” 
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Zola – “because there have existed African American lesbians before us who were busy fighting another fight 
that—they had to fight that one first before even touching the sexuality fight. I think being able to be an African 
American lesbian who is out today, there is a sense of responsibility to carry the torch, to keep the fire going 
within your community, outside of your community, and be thankful that you are able to walk loud and proud.” 
Folana –“ I’d say it was a great experience.  I’m happy that we got involved and didn’t sit on the sidelines.  Very 
happy that it was successful, cuz I think we would’ve been devastated, had it not been.  I’m happy that it’ll affect 
more than just us, and the generations to come will not have to go through the things that we went through.  For 
them, this’ll be just the norm, and I’m happy about that.” 
 
Affect the way you feel about yourself. 
 
There was an interest in exploring the impact of anti-gay discourses and legislation on the 
participant’s experience of their sexual and gender identity or expression.  In spite of the absence 
of parity with regard to equal civil rights and legal protections, the anti-gay sentiment, and the 
condemnation by religious adherents, the participants stated that the discourses and campaigns 
did not affect how they felt about their sexual orientation, identity, or gender identity.  Some of 
them stated that people are entitled to their beliefs about civil marriage and this freedom is a part 
of being an American.  However, they also have a right to their beliefs regarding civil marriage 
and should be able to live their lives accordingly.     
Most participants had been “out” for a long time and some indicated that the discourses  
 
and campaigns may have affected how they felt about themselves if they had not been out or were  
 
in the early stages of coming out.  Many experienced tremendous troubles and pains in earlier  
 
years as they came to grips with their sexual orientation and identities. Some indicated that they  
 
even contemplated suicide during those earlier stages of their lives; they were however able to  
 
work through those tough periods and are further along the continuum of coming out. They have  
 
embraced their sexual orientation, sexual identity and gender expressions often times with the  
 
support of family and friends.  So, to the extent that many of the participants were not in the  
 
formative years of coming out, the discourses and campaigns did not influence how they felt  
 
about their sexual orientations, sexual identity and gender expression.  
 
 
Adisa – “It doesn’t make me feel any less about myself, because I know who I am.  Now when I was younger, it 
may have made me feel less of a person because people thought less of me, and I had to hide who I was because 
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we were second-class citizens.”     
Charon – “I have never felt so under a microscope when I’m with my partner because people sometimes give 
you looks, and sometimes they don’t.  Are you looking at me ‘cuz I’m African American?  Are you looking at 
me ‘cuz I’m gay?  Are you looking at me ‘cuz I’m both?  really don’t care because I am who I am.”   
Daria – “I don’t ever feel bad about myself.  I’m at a point where I’ve accepted myself far too much.  It just 
makes me think—I just can’t go backwards.  I can’t go backwards and I need to continue moving forward and 
being who I am.”  
Zola – “First of all when I see what is happening on the LGBT front, it is disappointing!  It’s very disappointing 
because it’s like – here we go again with another civil rights issue on things that - in my case – on things that 
people cannot control – people are who they are – people love who they love.”  
India  - “I wouldn't say it's affected how I feel because I think before or maybe as while the conversation was 
sort of really developing I think I was already settled into where I was and how I felt about myself, and so 
personally, I don't think it moves me one way or the other, in that sense.”  
Daya - “Yup, absolutely.  Here we go on page one, based on race, gender, sexuality, and gender expression… 
that’s me and that’s a large part of me.  And that is just how I identify.  What I am comfortable with ….just male 
clothes fit better - feel right.  So that plays a big part now because it has become a – okay – so it’s another 
intersection, if you will.  That is one that xxxx doesn’t have to deal with it but I do.  Ever sense I was a little girl 
it was like, excuse me young man or sir.  So I have always looked the way I look and I’m cool with that.  So that 
kind of adds to it as well because it’s all that acceptance that you need to strive towards.  That is something that 
xxxx doesn’t have but it is very much a part of me and how I live and what I live with.”   
Folana – “Can I say that I’ve never—because of the law I never let them define me or has never hurt my image 
as a gay woman.” 
 
 
Effect on Religious Beliefs 
All of the participants, with the exception of one, were indoctrinated in organized Black 
religious communities as children and young adults, and their religious convictions remained  
strong.  Their current religious and/or spiritual beliefs have been shaped, in part, by their lived  
experiences as African American lesbian women.  To the degree that their religious beliefs have  
been impacted, many have indicated that it has strengthened their beliefs in the God of their  
understanding.     
According to one, her belief in God has not been affected by discourses and campaigns 
because God has shown her that He has her back. Another spoke of how her faith guided and 
comforted her along the way so that she could advocate from a place of strength and confidence.  
Yet another advanced that the God she knows is bigger than she could ever fathom.  Her God is 
an understanding Mother, Father, Spirit God.  
 
Keymoira - stated that religious beliefs were not impacted by the discourses and legislation.  “Never, ever once 
did I question or have concern with my spiritual beliefs or relationship with God…. I made the decision after a 
lot of prayer and fasting, and contemplating that it was well.  It was well.  I haven’t looked back since.  Now, 
just kinda on a journey to strengthening the spiritual part of our marriage, but my individual relationship with 
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God and spirituality, no, never questioned.”  
Folana -  stated that religious beliefs gave her the courage to take a stand, speak out, and advocate for her rights. 
“If you wanna use the Bible, let’s talk about the Bible.  Let’s talk about your god, cuz, I dunno, I just always felt 
mine wouldn’t say or believe these things.  If yours does, let’s talk about it.”    
Kenyatta -  is okay in her relationship with God. Her concerns about the law does not affect how she feels about 
God. At the end of the day, all she does is for herself and God. “I take our marriage very seriously.  I take God 
very seriously and my relationship with Him, and that’s where I am now….I mean, regardless of what these 
people say, at the end, it’s just me and God.  How I feel about my wife and me being right with her, and 
everything that I do is just me and God.  I don’t care about what these laws are here.  I just don’t care about 
them.” 
Sade - her religious beliefs and experiences are separate from the issue of marriage as a civil right. 
 
          While many indicated that their religious beliefs were not affected, their religious  
experiences were certainly affected.  Many of the participants expressed a desire to find a  
religious community for their families yet had concerns about what they and their children might  
be exposed to.  The church experience, while fondly remembered by these participants, also  
brought up feelings of loss and/or disappointment. Organized religious communities no longer  
felt like safe places for many of them.    
        Some participants were quite candid in sharing their religious and spiritual journeys.  They 
spoke of reaching points during which they had to determine for themselves what it meant to be a 
Christian and what it meant to be in relationship with God as a same gender-loving person.  After 
much soul searching, reading the Bible and understanding God for themselves or exploring other 
paths of spirituality, many discovered a relationship with God that was qualitatively different 
from what they previously experienced. They could experience the love of God and love for 
themselves as same-gender loving women; one was not exclusive of the other.  As a result, their 
beliefs in God were not shaken but their trust in organized religious communities was.     
 
Janeira – “but I keep seein' me speaking in front of a congregation and really just hittin' them with—it's me.  I 
mean the bottom line is it's me.  When you leave people out, it's me.  When you say that someone is not right, 
there's something wrong with them, it's me.  When you take people's rights away, it's me.  It's bullying. There's no 
getting around it.  You can't justify.  You can't use any text, not the Bible, not anything.  Every human being 
knows how it feels to be isolated and left out.”   
Mahalia – “How does it make me feel?  After I gained knowledge, after I gained perspective – after I was released 
– knowledge releases you – knowledge causes you to become a diff mind and in becoming that diff mind you 
have a broader capacity to understand God.  And God is so much bigger than one culture – God is so much bigger 
than your interpretation of what he is.”  
Nikeisha - “I don't have anything to do with the religious community at all.  Has it affected—yeah, it's pretty 
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much taken that away…. I no longer minister.  I [use to] sing, and praise and worship [that] was just my thing.  I 
don't—it has taken that away from me because I just shy away from organized religion.  I don't want to hear 
someone from the pulpit beatin' me down or callin' my gay brothers faggots, or not real men, and things like that.  
I just choose not to be a part of it.  I miss it though.” 
Mahalia - People are so caught up in their religion that they miss the component of spirituality that God desires 
for us.  “And on a religious tip – they drill religion into themselves so deep - they drill religion into themselves 
and they miss the component of spirituality that God is reaching for us to have in the first place! The relationship 
that we need to have in the first place!” 
Anika - wants to go to church with their children yet her partner is having a hard time. She won’t come with them. 
They haven’t been able to find one that is inclusive of their family. 
 
         
Many of the participants have found organized religious communities in their respective  
jurisdictions in which they feel accepted and affirmed, while others have serious reservations  
about entering such spaces. Nevertheless, most participants believe that there should be a  
separation between church and state.  This was especially so for those who believed that religious  
doctrine and beliefs were a major driving force behind the campaigns. In their opinion, organized  
religious institutions exercised a lot of power in social and political arenas.  They very effectively 
swayed public opinion and created confusion between marriage as a civil right which is  
sanctioned by the authority of state governments and marriage as a religious rite which is  
sanctioned by the church.    
 
Ayana - Not being exposed to religious dogma was an advantage because she did not have an internal conflict 
that many experienced because of what they were taught about sexuality and marriage.  She did not have to 
engage in that battle over religious indoctrination. 
Ayo - has not felt a pull in one direction or another, as a result of the discourses and campaigns, because she has 
chosen churches that are open and affirming. 
Ayana -  stated that the anti-gay initiatives begged of her to stay on her spiritual journey because she did not like 
the way religion was being used by others.   
Nikeisha - used to be very involved and active in the church.  She has chosen to stay away from organized 
religion because she does not want to hear homophobic remarks coming from the pulpit.  She misses it though.    
Adisa -  indicated that she is hurt and angry.  She struggles with religion because part of her wants to share it 
with her daughter and another part worries that she will become judgmental, full of hatred, and dehumanize 
people.   
Janeira - is more spiritual than religious; she does not think it is wise to put herself in a position in which she will 
be exposed to homophobic comments.  There are daily obstacles that she must contend with; she is not going to 
allow someone to break her spirit. 
Nikeisha - grew up in a very religious family and had a strong indoctrination in the church. She learned in 
church that homosexuality was wrong; you are going to hell.  She says that it was helpful to her that she always 
read the bible and did research so that she had her own understanding of scripture.   
Janeira – “There was a point where I was just like I am not gonna be bothered walkin' into some random 
Christian church just to hear them sayin' somethin' homophobic.  Because, at this point in my life, I'm going to 
want to say something.  That's why I say—[Laughter]   I can put myself in this position or I can take myself out 
of it.  That's how it affects my religious beliefs.  I, again, with all the pressures of daily life, the last thing I need, 
if I'm going to a place to be healed spiritually, the last thing I need is for them to try to break my spirit, try to 
136 
 
 
break me.  I don't need that.  I'd rather stay at home.”   
Fayla – “Marriage is a civil right, the way we’re discussing marriage.  It is a civil right.  It is not religious.  It is a 
civil contract.  What we do in the church is religious, and is not civic,”   
Abeni -  was excited about the legislation because it made religious folk step back and rethink their views of 
Christianity. What is love according to God’s teaching? 
Zola - stated that although there have been many religious people campaigning against marriage equality, there 
have been others who have stated it is not fair to take away some one's rights because they have a different set of 
beliefs. 
Mahalia – “So when people started telling me that my sexuality was wrong and that was their main focus for 
these campaigns – Christianity and the bible – I began to look into it myself.  I began to look at Leviticus and I 
began to look at, uh, where they were talking about Sodom and Gomorrah and I started to research myself.  So I 
in turn became enlightened and I became capable of being free in my own sexuality which these people did not 
try to do…. They like to beat and they like to pound with these campaigns about homosexuality being a sin. That 
is the only motivation behind any campaign – whether it is political, whether it is your family or whether it is in 
church of it being wrong – it is a sin. Guess what - if that is your only motivation and criteria for telling me that I 
cannot marry somebody ….you need to go try again.” 
Anaya – “I did not grow up in the church like X.  I actually attended church with family and friends off and on.  
So I didn’t grow up with the concept and basically didn’t even know what gay was until high school or when 
you understood what sex was because I grew up with parents who taught you that you are supposed to love 
people period, point blank, period!  That is how my grandmother was, my mom, my dad – you are supposed to 
love everyone. So how it affects me is that I don’t look at it mostly from the religious side even though that is 
what is thrown at me.  I think people just need to learn to respect one another.” 
 
 
Although challenged in various ways, none of the participants lost faith in God or their 
Higher Power.  Their faith and love for God seemed to have been strengthened and their journey 
guided by their faith.  As one participant stated, she realized that she had to accept that some 
people will not open their minds.  It was, however, important for her to move on.   
Relationship With Others  
 Relationship with others at work. 
There were a range of experiences among the participants regarding how their work 
environments were impacted by anti-gay discourses, legislation, and marriage amendment 
campaigns.  The range of experiences among the participants were as varied as the legal 
protections, or lack thereof, in each of the jurisdictions.     
For participants whose employers had such policies in place, it provided them a sense of 
security while at work, as well as beyond the workplace, because they did not have to monitor 
how they spoke about their partners (e.g., using gender neutral names or not naming their partner 
at all).  For those whose employers did not have such policies in place, they experienced this as a 
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constant threat to their job security particularly if there were no protections available through 
local and state governments. There was a need to be cautious and vigilant regarding what they 
shared about their lives.  One participant stated that it was a constant juggling act such that she 
could never show up as her whole self.   
Others shared that they felt that the lack of protections and or enforcement against this 
type of discrimination created an unleveled playing field.  For example, one participant will be 
graduating soon and is very excited about entering the workforce as a teacher; yet she has major 
concerns about how to navigate a system that does not protect employees against discrimination 
based on sexual orientation.  She stated that she is happily out and has been for many years.  This 
is creating anxiety for her with regard to how she will handle situations when people inquire 
about her family or relationship status.   
Another participant was fired from her job.  She shared how she was of the opinion that 
she had a good working relationship with her employer.  They were happy with her performance 
and work ethic.  There were no indications that anyone had problems with her and she enjoyed 
working for her employer.  She felt safe enough to bring her family to work sponsored events as 
well as to place a picture of her family on her desk.  However, a few days prior to her interview 
for this study, the participant was fired.  She was surprised by this and questioned whether it was 
due to her sexual orientation.  
Twenty-six percent of the participants raised varying levels concern about the security of 
their employment. For many of the participants, there was a constant need to be vigilant in the 
workplace.  While some discovered overtime that the workplace was fairly welcoming and this 
allowed them to feel more relaxed and safe; for others, concerns persisted.  For example, some   
wondered if their sexual orientation and or gender expression interfered with their ability to get 
promoted and climb the corporate ladder. Overall, the majority of the participants either felt 
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protected in their workplace due to their employer’s anti-discrimination policies or this was not a 
concern for them because they were self-employed.      
Relationship with others at school. 
Those who were in school were open about their sexual identities and did not indicate  
 
that their sexual orientation and or gender expression presented any challenges for them in the  
 
school environment.  Those who had school aged children also shared that they did not have any  
 
problems with their children’s school administrators or teachers.  They believed that the teachers  
 
were appreciative of their involvement with their child’s education.  The same held true for non- 
 
biological parents or grandparents who were listed as additional emergency contacts.  Those who  
 
were grandparents, were just as involved in the child’s academic life as the child’s parents.  The  
 
participants did not feel that this area of their lives had been impacted by anti-gay discourses,  
 
legislation, or marriage amendment campaigns.      
 
 
India -  has not encountered any major negative experiences at her workplace and in her community with regard 
to being out. 
Daria – is more affected by the legislation when she thinks about leaving her job for another opportunity… She 
is more mindful about where employers stand in regards to benefits and policies prohibiting discrimination based 
on sexual orientation.  
Anika - has not experienced any hindrances in any arena: work, family, friends, in any environment. She really 
hasn’t experienced any major upset that she could identify.   
Mahalia - does not feel that she can get promoted on her job because she is a lesbian – a triple minority 
Cynika - the laws in the state of NC are very primitive and creates a lot discomfort for her as an African 
American gay woman. “There’s civil and labor rights and human rights and gay rights and marriage rights that 
I’m not in concert with.  Amendment one, they voted for amendment one, it passed.  That was horrific.  It was 
setting us back to being pretty much non-citizens.  You might as well say that we have no rights.” 
Anaya - upon sharing that she was getting married, her co-workers assumed that she was marrying a man. They 
kept asking about him and after growing tired of holding it in, she informed them that she was marrying a 
woman. 
Keymoira - does not have problems at work.  Her heterosexual friends will inquire about her family life when 
they are sharing about their own.  
Janeira - had concerns about being accepted at her current place of employment when she first began working 
there.  One can only play the pronoun game for so long, she stated.  When she introduced her wife as her “wife” 
to a co-worker, she was pleasantly surprised that there were no negative repercussions.  She has had other 
positive exchanges with co-workers who have also been supportive.  It is a safer environment than she 
anticipated. 
Diamond - after the election in Maryland, one of the managers at her place of employment voluntarily shared 
that he supported marriage equality.  He stated that people should be able to live their lives, no matter who they 
love.  She was very surprised by this because he had not engaged her in conversation like this before.    
Charon – her employer has an anti-discrimination policy that includes gender identity and sexual orientation 
although they are located within a state that does not have anti-discrimination policies against sexual prejudice 
and heterosexism. 
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Daria - employer is very progressive and offers benefits to same sex couples and transgendered individuals, 
including sex reassignment.  They also have an employee support group for LGBTQ employees. 
Yejide  - stated that employers in North Carolina can fire you at will.  She shared that it is difficult for some  
people to think about gay marriage when there is a need to protect themselves from getting fired. The county  
recently adopted a policy to protect county workers from discrimination based on sexual orientation but prior to  
that people were “deep in the closet.” 
Ayana - works for the federal government and even though she can be legally married in her state of residence, 
she is not able to provide spousal benefits to her partner because of DOMA.   
Daria -  spoke of not being able to open up at work and speak about her family in the same way that her co-
workers were able to.   
Skyy -  does not like the political climate in her state because there are few protections for LGBTQ identified 
people in the workplace.  It creates some trepidation for her as she prepares to enter the workforce on a full time 
basis. 
Nikeisha - At school, they're great.  They know that my daughter has two moms. Her daughter is an honor  
student, her wife is on the PTA and they are very much involved with the school.     
   
 
 Relationship with others in your family. 
 
 The participants shared stories of acceptance and rejection by families and families-in-  
 
law. Problems arose in relationships with different family members.  At times it came from both  
 
parents, sometimes it was just one parent and at other times it was a sibling and or extended  
 
family members. Many of the participants have been in long term relationships and their  
 
commitments were spiritually and or legally recognized. So their relationships may not have  
 
been directly affected by the current discourses and campaigns; however, they nevertheless  
 
experienced challenges early on in their relationships with family members. Some believed that 
 
the increased visibility of gays and lesbians in the media and the endorsement by President  
 
Obama and the NAACP of marriage equality were instrumental in moving family members 
 
further along in their evolutionary processes. 
 
Some participants shared how their families have witnessed their metamorphic processes  
 
toward self-acceptance and they believed that this contributed to their family’s ability to embrace  
 
them.  For these participants, when they shared that they were getting married, it was not  
 
contentious event or occasion but instead celebratory and validating. For one participant, she and  
 
her partner sat down with her family and shared that they were getting married and gave them an  
 
opportunity to ask questions; they engaged in an open dialogue about what their thoughts and  
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feelings were. Another’s parents asked her why she had waited so long to share this part of her  
 
life with them and denied herself the happiness she deserved. Finally, a participant shared how  
 
her sister did not speak to her for a couple of years upon discovering that she was getting married  
 
(Holy Union); however, when the participant was able to legally marry her spouse, her sister  
 
stood up and shared her process of learning to accept and respect the love between her sister and  
 
her sister in law.  Her message seemed to resonate for many in the room as they gave her a  
 
standing ovation.   
 
 Family members shared their thoughts and feelings about the participant’s lifestyles and 
 
choices to marry both directly and indirectly.  For example, a participant shared how her father  
 
sent her and her wife a congratulatory message when a gay congresswoman won a set in the U.S.  
 
Senate during the November 2012 election.  Another’s daughter actively participated with  
 
fundraising efforts to increase awareness and win the vote for marriage equality.  Some  
 
participants were more successful in gaining the support of their family members than others.  A  
 
few have simply chosen to accept that some members of their families may never embrace their  
 
lifestyles or families of choice.      
 
 Is it tolerance, acceptance and affirmation, or something in between? 
 
Familial recognition of the participant’s relationships with their partners ranged from  
tolerance to acceptance and affirmation.  For instance, after years of her family rejecting her 
partner, one participant told her family that if they wanted a relationship with her they would 
need to accept her spouse.  She was no longer willing to placate them. Along the same 
continuum, another participant stated that when her aunts who are 80(+) years old call her on the 
phone, they would ask about her “lady friend” as opposed to her wife.  For this participant, it 
mattered less that they referred to her spouse as wife than it does that they acknowledged her 
existence. In her opinion, this was a big step for her aunts given the generation they grew up in. 
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Further along the continuum, another participant shared that her wife and daughter are fully 
embraced by her family to the point that they have been added to the family tree of lineage.  
 Don’t rock the boat. 
Many of the participants spoke of how their families welcomed their partners into the 
family as long as the relationship was “contained,” (i.e., as long as it was not named or made 
public). For some, this meant that wedding announcements were not well received by their 
family, nor their partner’s family. Such announcements often times lead to rifts and or shifts in 
the participant’s relationships with family members.  In the case of one participant, she and her 
partner enjoyed a healthy relationship with her family until they invited her mother to attend their 
wedding. Her mother informed them that she would not attend the wedding for the very thought 
of them getting married made her sick to her stomach.  Such responses were difficult for some of 
the participants to experience.  Another participant spoke of how bittersweet her wedding day 
was as she looked among the guests and realized that her family, with the exception of her father 
and a few others, were not in attendance. Of all of the guests at her wedding, nearly 100, eight 
were counted as her guests.  This was heartbreaking and she spoke of how she had to work hard 
to be present for the experience.     
Two becoming one.   
When families struggled to accept the participant’s choice to get married, it not only 
affected their daughter or sister but it also had an effect on their future daughter or sister-in-law.  
Some participants shared that they were really hurt and felt rejected by their partner’s families, 
especially the parents. Two, in particular, stated that they looked forward to joining these 
respective families but have since felt a need to protect themselves. One of the participants, who 
was offended by her in-laws, shared that had it not been for her emotional fortitude, the 
challenges they encountered with her in-laws would have compromised her relationship with her 
142 
 
 
wife. Another, who was also hurt by the reaction of her in-laws, stated that she will keep a 
distance between herself and in-laws because the trust is gone. She now feels a need to protect 
herself emotionally.  Others were similarly impacted when they informed their families that they 
were getting married.  The passage of time seemed to have made a difference, for many were able 
to re-establish connections with family members.  However, for a few others, they have simply 
accepted these differences as part of their reality.  As one participant stated, sometimes you have 
to agree to disagree. Her sexual orientation is just one part of her and there are other parts that 
they can enjoy together.   
Impact on the children.  
Some participants relationships with their children and grandchildren were also impacted  
 
by their mother’s or grandmother’s lifestyle. It seemed that the age of the child and the child’s  
 
relationship with other family members played a part in how they experienced their mothers  
 
relationships, commitments, and marriages.  Younger children seemed to fair well.  While a  
 
couple of the teenaged children seemed to have the greatest amount of difficulty, particularly  
 
when they were born in a heterosexual relationship and/or their biological fathers were involved  
 
in their lives. It also seemed, based on the accounts shared by the participants, that the older their  
 
children were more likely “tolerate” their mother’s choice for a life partner and better able to  
 
establish a healthy relationship with their mother’s spouse/partner.  Some of the adult children  
 
stated, that they were happy as long as their mothers were happy.  
 
 LGBTQ children and grandchildren. 
 
Some of the participant’s children, godchildren, and grandchildren identified as LGBTQ;  
 
one was a biological grandchild but most were not.  In the case of non-biological children, they  
 
usually sought out kinship with the participants because they did not feel that they could receive  
 
enough love, support and validation from their biological families.  Many of the participants took  
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these younger persons into their homes because they did not have a place to live.  They have  
 
incorporated them into their families, as extended family members, and have expectations of  
 
them as members of their family. One participant stated that their family is very real to them and  
 
they take these responsibilities and relationships very seriously.  When she introduced the  
 
extended family to her biological adult son, he stated that his mother had enough love to go  
 
around. In another situation, a participant shared how she had moved away from her family  
 
because she thought they would reject her only to discover, upon reconnecting with her family,  
 
that they embraced her and her spouse. This participant was also asked to mentor the daughter of  
 
a relative who disclosed that she, too, was a lesbian. This was reflective of a generational shift in  
 
the family with regard to accepting one’s same-sex orientation.    
 
Participants also voiced concerns about how their children were impacted in the  
community, as a result of public discourses and the reactions of others upon realizing that they  
had two moms.  For some of the children, this was a non-issue; yet for others it was a bit of a 
struggle and they, at times, found it easier to not disclose that they had two moms. One  
participant stated that she felt as though this placed her daughter in a closet and it was not fair to  
her daughter.  Participants wondered what other parents would think, and pondered whether this  
would impact their decisions to allow their children to develop relationships and interact with one  
another.  This caused a great deal of anxiety for one of the participants.  Another shared how such  
concerns can be difficult to manage and at times overwhelming. In her case, her partner’s  
children have been banned from playing with their cousins because one of the parents of the  
cousin is not comfortable with the lifestyle of the children’s parents. She stated that, at times, this  
is difficult to negotiate.    
 
Anaya -  spoke of partner's family and her fear of being rejected by them. She feels pretty certain that they are 
not cool with their marriage so why subject herself to potential ridicule. 
Skyy -  94 year old mother attended her wedding and was very supportive.   
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Ayo - Her mother stated that if she got married, she would attend the ceremony.  This made her feel good  
because she knows that her parent’s support of her family and lifestyle is a leap over their faith. 
Antoinette – informed her family if they want to be a part of her life, they had to accept her partner.  Her  
partner’s family embraced her with open arms from day one.  
Janeira -  discourses and campaigns have definitely affected her relationship with in-laws, however, she does see  
them making changes. She thinks it was inevitable that some people would change after the President puts his  
support behind same sex marriage. 
Janeira - her day-to-day life is a struggle. She does not sit around thinking' about these laws and analyzing how  
they affect her.  “I try to just live right and live as a good person.  I feel like my life is a testament to what you  
should be.  That's how I think about changin' people's minds or changin' my own and growin'.  Yet that's a  
painful piece for me emotionally.  If I wasn’t someone who, I would say, emotionally literate, I can't even  
imagine how it would impact my relationship with xxxx or my marriage.  I don't think—most people aren't 
educated, aren't able to articulate feelings, et cetera.  Their marriage or their relationship would absolutely  
crumble under the pressure of anti-gay discourse and legislation.” 
Ife - There is a need to be concerned about how the children are being impacted because of who you love.  They 
need to be sheltered from all sides, even from within the family. 
Ife -  spoke of having problems with her partner's family who didn't want their kids playing with her partner's  
kids because they are a couple, it was upsetting for the kids. 
Anika - wondered how the anti-gay discourses and legislation will affect her children if one is a lesbian. 
 
 
 Relationship with heterosexual friends. 
Most of the participants indicated that some of their friendships were effected and others  
 
were not.  It seemed that for those who identified as gay at a younger age and had been out for  
 
some time there were fewer, if any,  challenges in their relationships with heterosexual friends  
 
and acquaintances.  Some stated that the effect of discourses and legislation on these relationships  
 
were dependent upon the degree to which the person knew them prior to discovering their sexual  
 
orientation.  Some of the participants also stated that, out of fear of being rejected, they distanced  
 
themselves from friends they had known prior to identifying as a lesbian or being in a same- 
 
sex relationship. One participant stated that she often times felt that she was constantly coming  
 
out to her old friends and acquaintances who knew her when she was married to her children’s  
 
father.  
 
Janeira – “In terms of how they affect my social life, they don’t affect my social life.  We go out.  We talk smack.  
I talk smack with a straight guy about women or I could talk smack with a straight woman about men.  It doesn't 
affect that.  We have conversations about relationships, about children.”  
Charon - friends recognized the impact on the gay community, as well as the heterosexual community. One of her 
friends who is straight and lives in Florida posted a message on Facebook, “Shame on you North Carolina.”  
Charon - She and her partner have friends who live in Minnesota. They’re a straight couple. They were very upset 
about the passage of Amendment One.  They wondered, in this day and age, how something like this could 
happen.   
Aziza -  “My heterosexual friends in my social life, I used to be really scared to tell my straight friends that I 
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dated women.  Then they were like, “We just didn’t care.”  Nobody has cared.  Everyone has just been like, “Do 
what you do…. It definitely hasn’t affected my social life or anything.  It’s improved it, shoot.” 
Keymoira - Many of her friends are straight.  Many of her coworkers are straight.  Yeah, she feels like they’re 
supportive.  She thinks that at the end of the day, it come down to how people feel about you as an individual. 
Anaya - thinks the discourses and campaign have allowed for a bit more safety.  People feel freer to be 
themselves.  She spoke of how she always had her guard up, expecting negative energy. 
Folana - shared how her daughter’s heterosexual friends and associates assisted and supported their fundraising 
activities. 
 
 
Relationship with LGBT community. 
 
Overall, the participants had very positive feelings about the effect of the discourses and  
campaigns on their relationship with others in the LGBT community.  They unanimously agreed  
that it strengthened the community as they worked together towards a common cause.  Some felt  
that it broke down some racial barriers and allowed many to reach across the aisle.  However, one 
stated that although there was a need to come together, care must be given not to become so  
insular that the LGBTQ community does not seek opportunities to build bridges beyond the  
community. 
Anaya - it has helped individuals within LGBT communities to get closer. 
Zola - It helped them to get closer to their LGBT friends because they were fighting for a common cause. Even 
those who were not in a relationship recognized that getting involved was an effort to ensure that they have the 
right when ready.  
Janeira – “the initiatives affect our relationship because it forces LGBT people to come … together, and organize, 
and try to fight against these anti-gay laws. That's how it affects us. It forces us to come together and have these 
hard conversations. Then it forces us to come together in isolation though, to address issues that the larger society 
doesn't even, and isn't even aware of.” 
Janeira – “You know how else if affects relationships with LGBT friends? I see too often people who come out 
[and are] only being [with] friends [or] same- gender loving others. I don't think you should just do that 'cause it 
stops you from—I think it limits your access to the world and it limits your resources so you're only working 
within that group who's already oppressed and marginalized, and you're refusing to even acknowledge the other 
'cause you're angry or whatever. You're not building bridges, one, and you're not giving yourself opportunities to 
grow 'cause you have to interact with different people to stretch yourself. I think that's how these initiatives and 
campaigns affect us. It forces us to go into isolation and just be around each other.” 
Keymoira - thinks that there was a lot of reaching across the aisle, racially speaking, within the LGBTQ 
community.  She thinks that people came together and the community is stronger for it. 
Daya -  thinks that LGBTQ allies are an important part of the equation, especially in terms of changing attitudes 
and going forward. 
Abeni - her relationship was strengthened with the LGBTQ community because she desires to be more involved 
with it. 
 
 
Relationship with one another.  
 
Many of the participants stated that they believe that the discourses and campaigns had a  
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positive effect on their relationships because they worked together towards a common cause - it  
 
strengthened their relationship.  Two of the participants were thankful to the campaign because it  
 
resulted in them reaching a different level of togetherness in their relationship.  One participant  
 
stated that it made her realize how she had taken marriage for granted because she had been in a  
 
heterosexual marriage.  When she realized how exciting it was for her partner, someone who has  
 
been gay all of her life, she gained a new perspective and this strengthened her resolve to work  
 
towards this common goal. 
    
 
Ayana - the anti-gay campaigns and initiatives were very good experience for them as a couple, not only because 
they were trying to move marriage equality forward in Maryland but it was also great to experience them working 
together for the same cause.  
Ayana -  said that it was good because they saw that there was something that they both cared about, something that 
impacted both of them, and that they were able to do something about it together. They were able to have their own 
way of functioning yet get something done together that was for a bigger purpose—bigger than just them. She thinks 
that it gave them a lot of hope for other things that they could do in that way.  She said, “thank you, anti-gay 
marriage campaign.” 
Abeni - definitely thinks that the campaign has affected the relationship with her partner because they are talking 
more about marriage.  It is one of those things that couples talk about early on in the relationship and then when the 
relationship is solidified, it recedes into the background until  something happens. 
Keymoira – “I wouldn’t say it strengthened, but it didn’t weaken it either.  I mean, if anything—and forgive me if  
I’m speaking for you.  I’m thinking that it may have opened some doors and tore down a few more walls for xxxx,  
being a Southern-born and bred woman.  Having certain ideals and things, just kinda going through that whole  
process.  Even in our relationship, seeing her evolve from someone that’s been almost all the way closeted to  
someone who began to evolve and really come into herself, and beliefs, and feel confident about what she’s doing  
and who she’s with.”   
Folana  - “worked very hard and lobbied and fundraised for Equality Maryland, to help pass marriage equality here 
in the state of Maryland.  I think that the legalization was very important for us, because after 18 years, we wanted 
the world to recognize our union.  We consider ourselves a couple, and we wanted to be recognized as a couple, so 
the legalization was very important.”  
Ayana – “And, so it is very difficult to hear people speak against that – um knowing that we – that we invest so  
much – even in - investing in exploring the withdrawals that we make from our relationships.  And, learning how to  
navigate not making withdrawals from each other and mostly investing in making deposits in each other.  So it is  
very disheartening to hear people who don’t understand the dynamics in general – to speak against, um, us being  
able to solidify our relationship through marriage.”     
Mahalia – stated that it has strengthened them as a couple.  “It has – it has made us very strong – it has made us to be 
completely vulnerable with each other.  The rougher the mountain - the higher the peak - the better the view!  
Absolutely, we are not the same couple we were two years ago – two and half years.” They are not the same couple 
they were when they met.  
 
 
Relationship with religious community. 
The participant’s relationship with religious communities were affected by the  
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long-held beliefs organized religions have held about homosexuality.  Many of them have been 
successful in finding religious communities in which they feel safe enough to be themselves 
where they feel accepted and affirmed. Some have not been as successful in finding safe religious 
communities; while for others, their interest in finding such communities has waned.     
In terms of a direct relationship to anti-gay discourses and campaigns, one participant  
 
stated that she was amazed by how much political power the African American church has and  
 
how it has utilized it to exclude so many.  She thinks that there is something wrong with this in  
 
view of the church touting Christianity as its’ mission.  For her, the campaign helped to  
 
extinguish some of the negativity that she felt towards the church in that the campaigns  
 
challenged the church to reconsider  its’ position on marriage equality.  Others thought that the  
 
support of President Obama was significant for the African American church and African  
 
American community. 
 
 
Mahalia -  “And as the African American community, I think we have a very, very, uh, limited perspective as far as 
education goes – as far as being enlightened.  We are not a race or ethnicity that talks about being enlightened very 
much.  And in this enlightenment – we lack … we don’t have the capacity to understand that number one, what is 
the motivation behind, uh, campaigns against same sex marriage.  What is the only motivation and it is Christianity.  
…. We believe what we have been told so that missing piece in our race and in our ethnicity causes us to have an 
opening – a pathway for discrimination – for hate – for people telling me that I can’t marry this beautiful woman on 
the inside and out because the bible says so.” 
Nikeisha - experienced African American churches as preaching against same-sex marriage 
Mahalia - stated that the campaigns are not just on television; they are in the church and in the family. 
Zola - in some churches children are being taught that God hates gays.  She thinks that this gives them permission to 
taunt and bully kids who are different or who are struggling with their sexual identity.  This is problematic when 
there are kids in school killing themselves because they are not accepted. 
Mahalia – said that she grew up in a very religious family and had a strong indoctrination in the church. She learned 
in church that homosexuality was wrong; you are going to hell.  It was helpful for her to read and research scripture 
for herself.   
Toni - reported that she does not feel that she can be honest about who she is in her religious community.   
Zola – said, based on her experiences, she knows that religion can deliver but she cannot join a community that is 
prejudiced against LGBTQ people.   
Sade -  stated that she feels safe in her religious community. 
Zola – stated that she experienced religion as a distraction that keep people from seeking a brighter light, something 
higher, progress, being in a better place, at peace, having more faith, and more courage. 
Diamond - attended her sister’s church and was uncomfortable with how they all started at her, she says, as if she 
was from outer space.  Perhaps it had something to do with her style of dress.  She thought this was strange behavior 
coming from God loving and God fearing people 
Adisa - stated that she is no longer participating in a religious community or as a minister in an organized religious 
community. 
Toni - stated that she knew that her religious community did not agree with homosexuality and same sex marriage 
but she enjoyed the fellowshipping.  However, when they began to ask her to wear dresses she knew she could no 
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longer be a part of that community.  They were trying to change her. 
Abeni – was excited about the legislation because it made religious folk step back and rethink their views of  
Christianity. “I think the happiest thing for me is that it’s caused the churches to really look at what is being a 
Christian.  What is love according to God’s teachings?”      
Zola - Religious people are distracted.  “This is what gets me about the anti-gay campaign and religion.  The only 
place where your rights are being denied is with human beings who thin[k] they have [it] figured out, who are so 
stuck on religion, and they will not recognize that each person individually is allowed to have a connection and a 
relationship with something that is greater than them.”     
Yejide - A participant stated that she believes that the church in Charlotte, N.C., the first African American GLBT  
affirming church, has had an impact on a lot of gay and lesbian people of color in that city and even outside of the  
city. People travel to get there from like Raleigh, Durham, Columbia, and South Carolina.  She thinks the churches’  
existence has had an impact on the city, as a whole. 
Zola - stated that although there have been many religious people campaigning against marriage equality, there have  
been others who have stated it is not fair to take away some one's rights because they have a different set of beliefs. 
 
 
Environment 
 
 Effect of initiatives or campaigns on your feelings about your government entities. 
Participants spoke of how the laws impacts and defines who is viewed as a legitimate 
family unit. For those whose relationships are legally recognized within their state of residence, 
they have a dual tax filing status. At the federal level, they are considered to be two individuals 
and on the state level they are considered to be a family unit.  This results in an additional 
expense to have taxes prepared, a lower tax refund, or tax liability.  For those whose relationships 
are not legally recognized, their family status is not recognized at all and this affects their filing 
status as well.   
In states where there are no protections for LGBTQ individuals or where their 
relationships are not recognized, anti-gay legislation impacts the structure of family units and 
disrupts others.  For example, one of the participants and her spouse are planning to adopt a foster 
child. However, only one of the parents will be able to adopt their son while the other must obtain 
a guardianship status. For a couple like this, where there is no legal recognition for them as a 
family and no legal protections for them against discrimination in the workplace and public 
accommodations, there is a need to be creative in terms of how they relate to one another as 
family members in the community, at their places of employment, and at their child’s school.   
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Beyond their local municipalities and state governments, 90% of the participants were 
concerned about the effects of the  Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) in their lives and how it 
could potentially affect them upon retirement or in the event they became incapacitated or had an 
untimely death. Participants were concerned because regardless of the legal status of their 
committed unions, all same sex couples are denied benefits that are provided by the federal 
government
29
. All participants believed that it was necessary to raise awareness about the  
potential benefits of marriage equality and the potential harm of constitutional amendments that 
banned same-sex marriage and limited legal protections for individuals who identify as LGBTQ. 
They shared concerns about aging and how the denial of retirement, social security, and survivor 
benefits could affect their economic security.  Current economic disparities are exacerbated 
without the extension of federal benefits.  One participant stated while it is great that she can 
legally marry her partner, as a federal employee she is limited in terms of having her legal 
marriage recognized by her employer, and extending her benefits to her wife as a result of 
DOMA.      
Some believed that changes at the federal level will provide leverage for those seeking 
changes at the state level.  A change in DOMA can have a major impact in so many lives. One 
participant believes it will make a difference to feel that you have the law behind you which will 
help others to feel safe enough to come out of the closet and embrace their sexual and gender 
identity.    
Many participants shared that they believed that President Obama’s support will make a 
difference in getting the laws changed. One participant stated that her President made her proud 
when, prior to his election, he took a bold stance in support of marriage equality.  She is proud of 
                                                          
29 NOTE – there was a recent change to this due to the repeal of section 3 of DOMA. 
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him and proud of America, because they voted for him in spite of his support for same-sex 
marriage.     
District of Columbia. 
 
 
Sade - Her wife's employer told her that since the company’s headquarters was in VA and the state of VA does not 
recognize same sex marriage, they would not honor her request to provide benefits to her wife.  They live in DC and 
the wife works in the state of MD.   
Diamond - She thinks it is great to be gay and to live in her area because they have laws that recognize them and 
protect them. She would like to see DOMA repealed. 
Sade - because she lives in DC, she did not feel personally affected by anti-gay initiatives.  However, it bothers her 
that others do not have the same freedoms that she enjoys.  She also identified DOMA as a major issue that affects 
the economic status of all same-sex couples, even those who are legally married. 
   
 
 Maryland. 
 
Ayana - It is great that the law passed for marriage equality; however, as a federal employee, she still does not have 
the opportunity to support her partner in a way that serves their needs. 
Abeni - stated that although marriage equality is the law - same sex couples are still not eligible for the same state 
level tax credits as heterosexually married couples 
Anaya - I think that it is great that we have passed same sex marriage in Maryland and I’m glad that Don’t Ask 
Don’t Tell was repealed federally because I think that was ridiculous – you should not treat people differently. 
Folana - Changes in the law may help to normalize language and behaviors. People will not feel as threatened.  It 
will still take time for people to adjust in a similar way that it took time after the Civil Rights Act was passed 
Ayo – “You know it actually has been a sort of a honoring space to be in.  Want to be in a state that has been sort of 
pushing for this for so long, so we’re sort of one of the few and hopefully our passage will help to kinda blaze the 
trail if you will.  There’s a sense of pride of being in a state that through lots and lots of effort really coming from the 
ground up has been able to pass this piece of legislation.”  
Abeni - She thinks that discourses is good - it was finally being spoken about - it is long overdue. 
 
 
 North Carolina. 
 
 
Ife - hopes that people will continue to fight the good ole fight because something needs to be done.  She is not 
murdering anyone, she votes, she has rights, and a say on how she lives her life and who she chooses to love and 
marry 
Cynika - Certain sectors are holding onto a slave mentality, a mindset of inequality that is covered up but 
nevertheless present.  
Keymoira - It has affected how she feels about her state government but not her country.  She loves her country. 
Fayla - NC is at the early stages of this movement and they have long ways to go.  If the federal laws change, she 
thinks it will make a big difference. This is very different from CA. 
Fayla - People took career risks to align with them - she is proud and honored to be a part of this energy. 
Keymoira - shared that although some people were okay with the participant and her partner having the right to 
marry, they seemed to have a sense of entitlement to marriage as if it only belonged to straight people.  They didn't 
mind a few having the right but did not want everyone to have the right to marry.  
Keymoira - can actually have conversations with coworkers about the impact of the law in her life.  She could not do 
this before because heterosexual people were not being impacted by the law in the same way.   
Charon - was astounded that it passed.  We are Americans, she said, living in a modern society but then she had to 
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remember that she was living in the south. 
Cynika - The passage of Amendment One was horrific.  She felt like she was not a citizen. 
Charon - They worked at a phone bank, calling people to educate them on Amendment One.  She says that she 
panicked because she so wanted gay marriage to be recognized.  The passage of Amendment 1 saddened her.  
Fayla - we are fortunate to be living at a time like this where we get to do this very challenging work.  It is our time.  
She has not known war and has never had to fight in a war.  This is her time to fight and as a proud American she 
feels a sense of responsibility to join in.  The nation will be better for it. 
 
 
 New Jersey. 
 
Adisa -  stated that while she is recognized as a parent and spouse in the state in which she resides, she is limited in 
terms of other geographic locations where she will be able to enjoy the same kind of recognition.  
Adisa - is bothered by the dual status of her family status – state vs. federal. 
Nikeisha - It is very scary to her when she thinks about the possibilities of traveling to another state or country. What 
happens if one of them gets sick?  What happens if something happens to her wife, will the mortgage company allow 
her to take over the mortgage?  Her wife purchased the home before they were together.  What about survivor 
benefits? 
Adisa - stated that she is very happy about the fact that her state has legal recognition for same sex couples.  She 
feels very comfortable in her community.  They have embraced her and  her family.  She loves it! 
Nikeisha - She loves how progressive her state is.  She would like to see Marriage replace Civil Union.  Overall, she 
enjoys the benefits and legal protections that are offered to same-sex couples. 
 
 
 Pennsylvania. 
 
Daria - one way that townships are getting past the statewide legislation is by creating local ordinances to protect the 
rights of same sex couples. 
Daria - People will begin to communicate and interact differently once the law changes but then what.  It is only  a 
matter of time before equal civil rights and legal protections will be a reality for LGBTQ people.  It is encouraging 
that younger people are further along in terms of embracing marriage equality in comparison to older adults.   
Daria  - does not think that people are aware of the discourses and campaigns unless they reside in a state where a 
campaign has taken place.  
Daria - thinks that legislation will make a difference in attitudes but it will take time.  Racism did not end simply 
because the laws changed.  It takes time for people to change if they change at all. 
Daria - thinks that marriage equality is important and until it is the law, same-sex couples will not be viewed in the 
same light as heterosexual couples. 
Toni- she is bothered that her wife is not recognized as such by the law. 
Daria - stated that the legislation makes her think about other people's perspective.  She is interested in 
understanding the viewpoint of others.  
Aziza - stated that aside from wanting equal rights and legal protections, she does not think that she was affected by 
the anti-marriage campaigns until she got married. She traveled to another state to be legally married because it is 
not recognized in her state of residence.  She is frustrated and annoyed by this lack of recognition due to DOMA.  
She wants to be in a state that recognizes their marriage.  She thinks that her state and the country are behind the 
curve ball.  
 
 
Effect How You Feel About Being Out as an African American Lesbian Couple 
 
 Participants overwhelmingly stated that it was important to be out so that people could 
be exposed to people who identify as LGBTQ.  These are opportunities to educate the public  
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because so many people don’t know and have not been exposed to any LGBTQ people and this  
causes a great deal of discomfort for many.  The rapid changes in the laws have helped many who  
identify as LGBTQ to feel more comfortable with being open and out about their sexualities, and  
this helps one to live a healthier and more honest existence. 
 
Cynika - If the laws changed people would feel safe in coming out.  It is not healthy to feel that you have to live a 
closeted life 
Antoinette -  It feels good not to hide, and feel guilt and shame.  She has no shame about who she is anymore. 
Daria – stated that a public ceremony can have a big impact on people; It can influence people at the ballot box.  
Ayana - A willingness to be open and share your life can impact the perspectives of people who have not been 
exposed to same-sex couples. 
Keymoira - education and communicating with people makes a big difference.  People need to see representation 
of themselves.  They need to see that gay people are not going through a phase; and their relationships are not 
much different from their own.  
Daria  - “I feel a responsibility—like I feel it is my, for lack of a better word, calling or position or station in life 
to live my life openly and an opportunity to educate people about gay and black.  Give people some exposure to 
that.  I don’t know.  I feel like a huge obligation to that in some regard….Where someone is incredibly, let’s say, 
narrow minded or bigoted and yet they befriended me.  I start to see their thinking change, their language change.  
The impact of one, you know?”  
Skyy - She and her spouse are very much out of the closet.  This has been good for their children as it has exposed 
them to a diverse group of people in terms of sexual orientation, color, religion, and gender. 
Aziza - There is a way in which LGBTQ individuals are complicit in their invisibility when they are not out 
 
Effect the Way You Feel When Seeking Medical or Mental Health Care. 
 Participants are fairly comfortable with seeking medical and mental health care.  They  
prefer to work with professionals who have experience working with individuals who identify as  
LGBTQ.  Some stated that they have inquired about the professional’s experience working with  
this population as well as have inquired about the number of clients they have who identify as  
LGBTQ.  There is a need and strong desire to feel that they and their relationships will be  
respected.  Some of the participants stated that they felt they had power in this regard because  
they could simply seek another provider. One participant stated that she does a pretty good job of  
vetting professionals who are gay friendly.  Many of the participants have had experiences with  
being hospitalized and have been pleasantly surprised by how they were treated with respect and 
dignity.  Yet, this has not diminished the need to carry legal documents, such as healthcare 
proxies, in the event that they encounter a problem.  One participant shared her experience of 
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being contacted, while at work, about her partner who was being transported to a medical facility.  
She was so concerned about encountering problems that she ran home to retrieve her documents 
before going to the hospital. She has since decided to keep these documents on her person.    
Daria -  thinks that because same sex marriages are becoming more common, it is less of an issue in medical 
arenas. 
Nikeisha - In terms of mental health professionals, she wants to know that the therapist can relate or knows 
something about the issues that they are confronted with and they want someone who is non-religious. 
Mahalia - It was difficult to find a good therapist but she was eventually successful. 
Adisa – “All of my medical professionals, I always make sure that they understand how I see myself and that 
they’re very inclusive and that they understand that I am a woman, that I am married to a woman, that I have a 
child, and that they can handle that, and that they can address our needs in that way.  If they can’t, then they 
can’t provide us the services that we need…” 
Keymoira -  feels that she has some control because she will investigate whether or not they are suited to her 
needs and she is clear with them about her relationship status.  Important to ask about their clientele as well.  
Diamond - shared of an incident that occurred when her partner was hospitalized.  Her perception was that she 
was treated in a different manner than the spouse of the heterosexual couple. She said that this was not a good 
feeling to her.  She should not have to deal with that kind of treatment or a different level of care.  People need 
to be trained on how to provide services to all customers. 
 
Credibility Questions 
 
Is there anything that we have not discussed that is relevant to your experience of 
the initiatives or campaigns? 
  
 There were three issues that were raised by the participants that I had not inquired about  
with regards to the initiatives and campaigns.  One of these issues pertained to how the effect of  
the discourses and campaign changed over time.  The other two areas pertained to legal issues  
and identity issues.  In terms of legal issues, the participants acknowledged the need to have legal 
documents drawn up to protect their rights as a couple.  It bothered many of them that they had to 
take these extra measures because they could not be legally married.  Even those who are legally  
married or in a civil union indicated that they believed it was in their best interest to legally  
document their intentions, to minimize any disputes with family members who do not recognize 
or accept their committed and/or legal status as a family.  
 
Anaya -  She stated that she thinks it is important to have a medical power of attorney and a will in the event 
something happens to her.  Marriage equality is great but there are no guarantees that there will not be problems. 
Skyy -  changed her last name. She had to pay for the change and have it approved by a judge.  She also needed to 
have criminal background checks completed as well.  She would not have had to take these extra measures if she 
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could have been legally married. 
Aziza - does not appreciate that she and spouse had to take extra measure to protect their interest if anything 
should happen to either of them, straight couples may choose to do this but they do not have to because the law 
protects them as husband and wife. 
Fayla - stated that taking marriage to the next level will allow her and wife to receive over 1000 benefits that they 
are not currently entitled to.  Their marriage, although very real to them, was a symbolic gesture because it was 
not recognized in her state of residence.  They had to get an attorney to draft legal documents.   
Daya - Without the legal institution, everyone can question everything and cause unnecessary problems for them.  
She wants the protection.   
Kenyatta - did not previously think about living wills and legal protections of that sort until after she got married 
and her wife encouraged her to take it seriously and put a plan in place. 
 
 
 Intersecting identities. 
 In terms of identity issues, some of the participants spoke of how they experience their 
gender expression as another marginalized status.  They highlighted how their spouses do not 
experience their gender expression in like fashion and are a bit incensed by how they are judged 
by others.  It is important, according to one, that people see her as a human being and get to know 
her before casting judgment. It would help if the laws were more inclusive to protect the rights of 
all individuals who identify as LGBTQ and have variant gender expressions.   
Participants mentioned various ways in which they were challenged as African American 
lesbian women.  Although they responded and participated in this study, they did not always 
identify as lesbian.  Many of them had a lesbian sexual identity but a masculine gender 
expression.  They spoke of how this has presented additional challenges for them. Some 
experienced it as an additional layer of oppression they had to negotiate.    
One participant also shared how this was initially problematic for her family because she 
went from long hair, heels, and dresses to short hair and dressing in men’s clothing.  She stated 
that she simply feels more comfortable this way and she arrived at this point in her life after 
trying to live her life according to standards set by others.  She simply could not deny her reality 
to such an extent any longer.  Her family has gone through this process with her. For instance, she 
and her father have bonded in a different way, around clothing.  At one point, her mother 
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indicated that as much as she did not want to acknowledge it, the participant looked very nice. 
Other women spoke of how they too are treated differently because of their style of dress.   
Most of the women, however, who were more feminine in their style of dress according 
to heterosexual biases which dictate what a woman is supposed to look like spoke of other 
challenges.  For example, one participant stated that her experiences of anti-gay laws exacerbates 
her experiences as a African American lesbian woman who happens to be a darker skinned Black 
woman. She stated, “as women of color we must deal with the race piece, lesbian piece, and other 
cultural issues that exist within Black communities.” Another stated that sometimes, it is a 
challenge to prioritize multiple issues of marginalization; yet, it is important to recognize that a 
connection exists between the various parts of our identity.  
It is hard to be a Black lesbian woman. One participant shared that if she feels 
discriminated against because of her sexuality, she also feels discriminated against because she is 
an African American;  it is one in the same. It is all a part of who she is.  When a part of her is 
discriminated against, she is discriminated against as a person.  Another opined that she has 
accepted that she will always have to deal with prejudice and discrimination in America.  She 
addresses these issues when they surface.  She has worked through a lot of issues with regard to 
her multiple identities; she does not allow them to define who she is. 
Another stated that she embraces the many parts of herself.  Intersectionality makes each  
of us unique; it is very spiritual for no two persons identities intersect in the same way.  It can be 
a balancing act, staying balanced within ourselves, our communities, and our families, according 
to another. It can wear you down after a while, she said. Yet there is a sense of pride as an 
African American lesbian, opined another who also believes that as an African American lesbian 
she will always have to fight, especially in the south, but she would not change a thing about who 
she is.    
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Daya - feels more comfortable dressing in men's clothing.  She stated that people have always confused her gender 
identity, referring to her as young man or sir.  It is another layer of marginalization that she must cope with that her 
wife does not have to contend with.. 
Diamond - said that she feels like being Jamaican, gay, and a woman with a Black racial identity is a triple 
whammy. “It does hold true for me.  You’re right, it is like a double whammy.  We were talkin’ about that just the 
other day.  We saw a film—watched a film, Black is... Black Ain't, and I’m not sure if you’ve heard of that.  It’s a 
documentary.  What was his name, Marlon— Riggs, who did the documentary and was talkin’ about bein’ gay in 
America and being black and gay in America.  Bein’ black and gay and Jamaican in America—is a triple whammy.  
Yes, it is.” 
India – “in the black community I think it becomes difficult because you have all these dividers about why we 
should come together.  Then also…is there a hierarchy of how, you know, am I black, then a woman, then lesbian?  
Am I a women, then black?  How do I rank those things…any other thing that may come up, especially when we 
add it socioeconomic class, parent, all these other layers…. I think there’s not enough sort of inclusion.”   
Janeira – Antigay laws exacerbate stressors that she experiences as a result of having multiple marginalized and 
intersecting identities, it is another barrier in addition to what she experiences as a dark skinned Black woman.  
Ayana - Sometimes, people feel burdened by this need to represent those intersecting parts of their identity, black 
woman, lesbian and what it means to express those parts of their identity in whatever way they see fit.   
Charon - The fact that she has multiple marginalized identities contributed to how she experienced the passage of 
Amendment One and also contributed to her wanting to relocate. 
Ife - There are so many issues that one must contend with regarding race, sexuality, employment discrimination, 
economic disparities, career advancement. in identifying with being a black woman, you have to fight the good 
fight with that, in terms of, okay, say in the workplace, “Am I not getting paid more?  Am I not given the same 
opportunities?”  You have to stay patient and persistent, and keeping your eyes on the prize and your goal….You 
have that piece, and then, the sexuality piece, sometimes you have to hide that, and be put back in the closet, which 
is traumatizing in itself.  It’s like, “Why can’t I be who I am?  Why can’t I walk down the street and hold my 
queen’s hand, without having to deal with words?”  
India – “in the homosexual community, African-American women, I feel like there's still a breakdown because of, I 
think, some of our own personal history around homosexuality and what does that mean and whether it's readily 
accepted. I mean even—and you think about society, you think about the folks who are coming out, who are 
public.  There's not very many people of color.” 
Zola - There is still a need to be racially conscious.  She has multiple social identities for which she needs to be 
mindful of how people are relating to her: Black, lesbian, female, and masculine style of dress. 
India – “Okay, I'm already a woman, so that's an X now, you're black -that's another X - now you're gonna throw 
gay on there, so it's like, okay, why—this is just something else to kind of hold me back or pull me down, whereas, 
a group of White men, you're already—you're up one because you're a male.  You're up another because you're 
White, so if we throw this tag of gay or homosexual, that's just one thing that's sort of pulling you back, but I think 
it's easier to kind of move forward in a campaign or be sort of more proactive with it. I think it's harder to find folks 
of color, who are willing to stand up or be at a forefront or the face of any campaign.” 
Daria - Her life is limited because she is black, a black woman, limited career opportunities.  How her life is 
limited as a lesbian is another dynamic 
 
 
 Interview process. 
 The participants shared how they appreciated participating in the interviews.  It helped  
 
them to really consider the subject matter differently, and to raises it to another level of conscious  
 
awareness. One stated that she felt that I, as the interviewer, seemed really interested in what  
 
they were sharing.  It didn’t feel like just another standard interview to her. 
 
 
Amanda - stated the interview helped her to think about the discourses in a different way; in a way in which she 
had not previously considered anti-gay discourses, legislation, and constitutional amendments.   
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Daria - stated that she had not given any thought to how the discourses and legislation are connected to other parts 
of her identity until we began talking about it.  It was just not on her radar. 
Nikeisha - stated that she really appreciated how the interview was conducted.  It was very interesting and very 
emotional for her.  She felt that I was very interested in what she and partner shared and appreciated that I asked 
questions to explore further and ensure that I understood what they were saying.  She thought I genuinely wanted 
to know, really cared and wanted to help.  
Sasha - stated that now that she has more information -  she feels a need to make use of it – to be more informed 
about the effects of legislation banning marriage equality and constitutional amendments. She appreciated being 
interviewed.   
 
 
Summaries: What is it like to be an African American lesbian in the midst of anti-
gay initiatives and campaigns? 
 
All of the participants seemed to acknowledge that it was time for a change in the laws to  
 
ensure equal rights and legal protections for LGBTQ individuals and their families.  For some the   
 
campaigns were a call to get involved.  It was also a reminder of the past and a hope for a better  
 
future.  Many expressed gratitude for those who have worked passionately and courageously in  
 
this movement for marriage equality.  
 
Some felt that it was important for them to get involved. They could see a benefit to their  
 
involvement in a way that they could not previously.  Some saw it as work to bring about  
 
change in their lives as well as that of future generations of LGBTQ individuals.  While others  
 
were not as hopeful that their efforts would bring about a change in the law during their lifetimes,  
 
they believed that they were making a difference for future generations.  It is a gift, said one  
 
participant, and a way to pay it forward, said another.   
 
 
 Adisa -  stated that the sociopolitical climate has changed over the last three years.  “I’d probably say that the 
African-American community as a whole didn’t have a voice at all in these campaigns, and the voice of women is 
still a voice—is a very minute voice, but nonetheless a voice.  I think that’s the difference is that now we’re a voice 
where we weren’t a voice at all, and I think that’s the difference is—and I think the difference is going from not 
being at the table at all to being at the table, and that’s the difference.  Sometimes change is a slow process, but 
change is change, and so I’m grateful for change” 
Zola – “In terms of how – how – I want to address the part about being African American women.  First of all 
when I see what is happening on the LGBT front, it is disappointing!  It’s very disappointing because it’s like – 
here we go again with another civil rights issue on things that - in my case – on things that people cannot control – 
people are who they are – people love who they love.  And now we want to get involved in people’s – in people’s – 
uh – in this case – personal lives but it’s mostly that you are infringing on rights on something that – for me 
personally – I ‘m saying, I don’t have any control over.  This is who I am and we need to meet on the same – on the 
same grounds that we can meet on – on common ground and recognize that I’m human and you are human.   ” As 
an African American, the anti-gay sentiment disappoints her. It is another fight for civil rights on things that 
people, like her, cannot control.      
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Adisa - The changes that are taking place are encouraging. She is grateful to NBJC for advocating for African 
American LGBT individuals to be a part of the conversation for marriage equality. 
Cynika – “I feel as though the initiatives and the passing of certain laws that do not contribute to the positive 
progression of the LGBTQ community makes me feel as though I am looked at as less than equal to heterosexual 
couple with certain inalienable human rights and civil rights and marriage rights.  I know for me that I’m equal.  
The law says differently.”   
Daya – “Um, I would just like to see more involvement from the African American community – from all diverse 
communities in the political process.  I mean but I get it.  We have so many other things going on – just trying to 
survive – day to day – takes about all that we can do.  And even the ones who are – so if you can – if you achieve a 
position in life where you are comfortable the professional and personal responsibility is even greater to get 
involved.  But no matter where you are and what you are doing, some kind of involvement – volunteering.  I will 
just say voting at the mid-terms, okay.  How about that.  Get in where you can – do what you can.  I think that the 
diversity dimensions, particularly African American – they can just do a better job at that.”  
Anika - thinks that this issue is very important – everyone should have equal rights. It has an effect on the family,  
the family structure, and family stability.  It does directly affect children and the stability in their lives. It also affect 
the communities that they live in. 
Fayla  - She is not sure that she will live long enough to see the law change in her state.  She thinks that her 
grandchildren will be the ones to reap the rewards. 
Janeira – “Don't deny me my right to live the full American experience.” 
Sade - will be happy when it is a normal part of our daily lives. When marriage equality is as normal as marriage 
for others.  “Just pass the damn bill,” she said. 
Sade - says that anti-gay discourses and campaigns have not represented folks like her with similar issues.  The 
faces are predominately White men, some black men but rarely Black women.  She knows that Blacks are involved 
in the advocacy work but she does not see them featured in national media. She would like to see greater 
representation. 
Nikeisha  - “I would say that we're blessed.  We're educated.  We are secure.  We do the best that we can by others.  
We pay it forward.  We give back.  We do things that we need to do to minister to others, even if it's not under an 
organized religion.  I would say that as African-American lesbians, we do exactly what we were put on this Earth 
to do, to give back.”  
Fayla – “I think it is absolutely phenomenal to be a black, healthy lesbian in the state of North Carolina today. It is 
to be a part of the shaping and framing of a new south, I believe is a gift.  I think we are in such a time as that.   
thinks it is absolutely phenomenal to be a black, healthy lesbian in the state of North Carolina today.  She is 
a part of shaping and framing a new south; this is a gift.”    
Keymoira – “It is empowering.  It is exciting.  I think those are the two words I would wanna use, and it’s that way 
for me, because I’m making a mark in history not just by being a women, not just by being African-American, but 
for playing an intricate role in this fight.  That’s what it is for me!”  
Kenyatta – “but it just feels good to know that you’re just not laying down and just taking it.”  
Nikeisha – “Two sentences, what it would be like to be an African-American lesbian person.  I would say that 
we're blessed.  We're educated.  We are secure.  We do the best that we can by others.  We pay it forward.  We give 
back.  We do things that we need to do to minister to others, even if it's not under an organized religion.  I would 
say that as African-American lesbians, we do exactly what we were put on this Earth to do, to give back.” 
Keymoira – “Yeah, I just think this is—honestly, I think it’s getting old.  I wish someone in authority would just 
make the decision to say, “Let’s just kinda drop this craziness and allow the same rights for all people, and let’s 
move on to something bigger and better.” 
Fayla –“ We are fortunate to be living at such a time as this, where we get to do this work, this very challenging,  
murky, who wants to do it work.  It’s our time.  I’m 55 this year.  I don’t know a time of war, where I had to worry 
about classmates going off to war, being drafted.  I’m at the tail end of the baby boom.  I only know a time where  
America was safe…. But I do have my fights that I think, as an American citizen—and I am a proud American— 
that I have a responsibility to join in, that this nation will be better for the generations that follow, because 
somebody fought for me.  It is my time to now fight for future generations, and those that are here now today.”     
Skyy - She does not think that marriage equality will happen in her lifetime, she thinks that her grandchildren will 
be the beneficiaries of the advocacy that is taking place now, she hopes that they will remember and have respect 
for the people and the work that they did for their freedoms. 
Yejide - is proud of North Carolina because she has seen their growth. She has seen pastors change their thoughts  
and beliefs about gay people.  That’s a lot of growth in the pulpit.  Pastors can either do a lot of good or a lot of  
damage. She and her wife have affected change in their city of Charlotte as a visible and respectable family within  
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the community.  
 
 
Conclusions 
 This structure highlights the essential aspects of how the emotional and relational well-
being of African American/Black lesbian women are impacted by anti-gay discourses, legislation, 
and marriage amendment campaigns.  The participants believed that civil marriage should be a 
right available to all citizens who meet the requirements of the law for marriage regardless of 
one’s sexual orientation, gender identity or expression.  That was a common denominator among 
the participants.  Beyond that, there were diverse experiences regarding the impact of the 
phenomena including the fact that some of the participants did not believe that their well-being, 
emotional nor relational, was impacted.  However, even the “no impact” responses had to be 
contextualized for these responses were relative to other contextual, issues in the daily life 
experiences of the participants.   
Therefore, the degree to which participants felt that their well-being was impacted by the 
phenomena was most relative to the saliency of cultural factors and whether they believed the 
discourses and campaigns represented issues that were pertinent to their daily existence.  For 
those who experienced a statewide marriage amendment campaign, the marriage equality 
movement became more relevant; however, it is important to recognize that prior to the 
experience of these campaigns, they also stated that there was no impact on their emotional or 
relational well-being.  They simply could not make a solid connection between the discourses and 
campaigns and the issues that were most immediate to their daily life experiences as Black 
women who identified as lesbian.  There was clearly a need for participants to see that there was a 
benefit for them, beyond the right to be legally married.  Marriage as a single focused agenda was 
not significant enough for them to feel impacted nor for them to “feel” a need to get involved.  
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There was a need for collaboration and alliances between the various national 
organizations that are involved in movements for equal civil rights and legal protections for 
individuals who identified as LGBTQ, as well as those who identified as African American.  
Once that bridge was crossed, it created new perspectives on the significance of the movement for 
marriage equality in the lives of many of these participants.  It was important to increase the 
visibility of African American LGBTQ individuals in the discourses and campaigns, but it could 
only be effectively accomplished by way of incorporating the daily life experiences that result 
from possessing multiple intersecting identities that are marginalized with society.  The matrix of 
these intersecting identities permeates all aspects of life for the participants in this study - 
including their emotional and relational well-being.  As a couple of the participants stated, there 
came a time when it made sense to get involved.  For some, that time had not yet arrived.    
Credibility of the Data     
 While the concepts of validity and reliability are more likely to be associated with 
quantitative research, many qualitative researchers have replaced these concepts with others that 
are deemed to be more typical of qualitative research (Creswell, 1994).  For example, 
transferability or generalizability is often used in placed of external validity (Creswell, 1994; 
Creswell, 2003; Hewitt-Taylor, 2002), credibility in place of validity and dependability in place 
of reliability (Creswell, 2003; Orcher, 2005). Generalizability and dependability (reliability), 
according to Creswell (2003), play minor roles in qualitative research.   
 Validity requires that the researcher utilize strategies that attempt to determine the 
accuracy of the findings (Creswell, 2003) or that the results accurately reflect the researched 
phenomenon (Richards & Morse, 2007).  Reliability, on the other hand, suggests that the same 
results would be found if the study were replicated, or a degree of stability of responses achieved 
when multiple coders are utilized (Richards & Morse, 2007).  This can be rather ambiguous in 
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qualitative research, in terms of whether context specific data can be replicated.  Therefore, 
flexibility is encouraged when working from an interpretative perspective and with in-depth 
interactive interviews (Richards & Morse, 2007).   
To enhance the credibility of the findings in this study 1) I provided a detailed account of 
the rigorous process that was engaged in during data collection and data analysis (Hewitt-Taylor, 
2002; Patton, 1990; Richards & Morse, 2007).  I demonstrated how and why the participants were 
selected. 2) I gathered in-depth “thick” descriptions of the phenomena as experienced by the 
participants to enhance the credibility of the findings (Creswell, 2003; Richards & Morse, 2007). 
3) A section on self of the therapist was provided to identify my relationship with the topic of 
interest and potential biases (Creswell, 2003; Patton, 1990). 4) “Member checks” were employed 
to gather confirmation of the transcripts as well as the structure from the participants.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Implications of the Study 
 This section will entail a brief overview of the purpose of this study followed by a 
discussion on the findings.  These findings will be considered in relation to the referenced 
literature reviews, in chapter two, that addressed anti-gay discourses, legislation and 
constitutional amendments on marriage. Next, I will identify implications for public policy which 
will include a brief review of recent federal legislation with respect to same-sex marriage to 
further contextualize the participants’ experiences. The concluding sections will consist of 
implications and recommendations for Couple and Family Therapy and limitations of the study.   
Purpose of the Study 
 The intended purpose of this study was to explore the impact of anti-gay discourses, 
legislation, and constitutional amendments in the lives of African American lesbian women from 
the perspective of multiple intersecting identities that are marginalized within society.  
Specifically, the study sought to discover how these phenomena impacted the emotional and 
relational well-being of participants in the study.  Emotional well-being was based upon whether 
or not the participants believed that anti-gay discourses, legislation, and marriage amendment 
campaigns effected how they felt about their sexual orientation and sexual identity.  Relational 
well-being was based upon an exploration of the effect of the same on their relationships with 
others, i.e., couples, family of origin, family of making, employment and religious community.   
The ultimate goal of the study was to extend the current literature on anti-gay discourses  
and legislation by centering the voices and experiences of African American lesbian women, and 
to reduce the gap in Couple and Family Therapy professional journals.  Reducing the gap in the 
literature would contribute to the development of new knowledge; enhancing the  ability of 
clinicians, researchers, and policy makers to be culturally sensitive to the needs of African 
American lesbian women and their families.   
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Introduction of Discussion Section 
There are no easy answers to the human condition.  
I began with this thought because it helped me to reflect on the various ways in which the  
human condition that results from the social constructs of racism, sexism, classism, and 
heterosexism become manifest and effect our lives, even when we are not consciously aware of 
how we are being impacted.  In chapter one, I indicated that I would consider the lived 
simultaneous experience of race, gender, and sexual orientation.  In doing so, I sought to explore 
how anti-gay discourses, legislation, and campaigns affected the lives of African American 
lesbian women.  
An anticipated outcome of this exploration using an intersectional framework was the   
“tension and ambiguity” that I experienced throughout the interview process, as well as during 
my analysis of the data. My initial experience of such occurred during my first round of 
interviews. All of the participants in one way or another acknowledged their experiences of 
intersecting identities; however, most did not think nor feel that there was a connection between 
their multiple marginalized and intersecting identities and the researched issues (i.e., anti-gay 
discourses, legislation, and marriage amendment campaigns). For example, one participant stated 
that she was not different from her white gay and lesbian sisters and brothers who were impacted 
by the phenomena.  She stated, if your family disowns you because of your sexual orientation, it 
does not matter what color you are.  She further indicated that when speaking about racial, 
gender, and economic disparities, the intersections of her social identities mattered and influenced 
her life as an African American woman. This led to a discussion about how the intersecting parts 
of our identity are never separate, even if we attempt to conceal a part of our identity, it remains a 
part of how we relate to ourselves and others in our environment. It was obvious that the 
participant recognized a difference between her life experiences, based on these  disparities, when 
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compared to her White LGBTQ sisters and brothers yet it seemed that this was of less import 
when we considered it in relation to the effects of the phenomena. Bowleg (2008) postulated that 
when conducting research from an intersectional perspective there is often a need to make explicit 
what is perhaps implicit.  This postulation seemed quite relevant at this juncture for such 
exchanges raised many questions in my mind.  For example, the question that arose for me was, 
“were the racial, gendered, and economic disparities of less import in relation to the effects of the 
researched subject matter, or was there some other hidden or associated meaning yet to be 
discovered?”    
Responses to the effect of the phenomena. 
Sixty percent of the first ten interviewees emphatically stated that they were not affected 
by state level discourses and legislation. Twenty percent indicated that they were affected by the 
legislation because they were retired and had immediate concerns about health care, pension and 
social security benefits. The final 20% stated that the legislation affected how they felt because 
their marriage was not recognized in their state of residence.  
Beyond the initial ten interviews, most of the interviewees indicated that their lives as  
African American lesbian women were impacted by the phenomena. However, they came to 
believe this only after personal experiences prompted them to take a closer look at the potential 
effects of the statewide campaigns that were playing out in their states of residence. Prior to the 
arrival of  marriage amendment campaigns within their states of residence, they did not feel 
effected by the marriage equality movement.  These participants, like all of the other participants 
who were effected indicated that there were other issues that took precedence in their daily lives 
that basically rendered anti-gay discourses and marriage equality a non-issue or irrelevant to their 
emotional and relational well-being.     
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Relating to the ambiguity. 
Conducting research from an intersectional perspective, opined Bowleg (2008) can  
pose challenges for researchers with regard to the development of questions, measuring,  
analyzing, and interpreting intersectional data. I found this postulation to be true at various points  
throughout this study. At times, I wondered if I had successfully posed an intersectional question  
because the participants often times spoke of the phenomena from a racial and/or racial and  
gendered perspective that did not necessarily include their sexual orientation or identity. I was  
perplexed by these responses and simply did not have a clear enough understanding of how their  
responses addressed an intersectional perspective or the question. Were the answers to the  
question of whether or not they felt affected, a simple “yes or no,” or somewhere in between?   
Was there a connection between feeling affected and being affected by the laws for the  
participants? Were their multiple and intersecting identities even a significant factor in their  
experience of the discourses, legislation, and campaigns? I had more questions than answers. 
I also began to consider how well I had assumed a phenomenological attitude  
(i.e., bracketing my own knowledge and experiences of the matter of interest). In spite of my best  
attempts to bracket my thoughts and feelings in such a way that I was fully present to the stories  
that were shared by the participants, at times, I realized that I needed to be more deliberate in this  
process.  The process of bracketing was my starting point at the beginning of each interview as  
well as throughout and it assisted me in the discovery of new knowledge. As I gained more skill, I  
began to have a different relationship with the ambiguity and the tension that I had theretofore   
experienced.  It became easier to detect when I veered off course and these were reminders for  
me to start again, or as stated by Moustakas (1994) “a warning to be alert, to look with care, to  
see what [was] really there, and to stay away from everyday habits of knowing things, people,  
and events” (p. 85).  
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 Taking another look.  
It was not until after I conducted the second round of interviews in North Carolina and  
the third round of interviews in the District of Columbia and the state of Maryland, that I  
gained a clearer understanding of the responses.  After conducting the second and third round of 
interviews, I gained more clarity on the data that I had gathered up to that point. First, there was a 
need to draw a distinction between the participant’s “feeling” affected and “being” affected by 
anti-gay discourses and campaigns. In turn, this led to the need to draw a distinction between the 
effect of state and federal legislation.  It was also important to recognize that the local and state 
laws within each jurisdiction also influenced how the participants experienced the phenomena.   
For example, in the states of Pennsylvania and New Jersey where marriage equality is not 
mandated by law, nor is there a constitutional ban on same-sex marriage, the majority of 
participants indicated that their emotional and relational well-being were not affected. However, 
various municipalities within the state of Pennsylvania have laws that help to circumvent some of 
the negative effects of the phenomena.  Likewise, in the state of New Jersey, same-sex couples 
can have their unions legally recognized pursuant to the Civil Union Act and ordinances that 
protect LGBTQ individuals against harassment in public accommodations.  This helped me to 
gain a better understanding of how their lives were or were not affected by the  phenomena. 
Second, there was a need to consider how participants were impacted by legislation and 
campaigns based on whether or not they resided in a state that had a statewide campaign to 
amend the state’s constitution banning same-sex marriage and relationship recognition; resided  
in a state that had a statewide campaign where the measure to ban same-sex marriage was not 
passed; or resided in a state that did not have a marriage amendment campaign.  Third, I began to 
consider how the participant’s socioeconomic status might impact their experience of the 
phenomena.  For example, the median household income for the participants in this study 
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exceeded the national median household income for African Americans.  As such, their 
socioeconomic status may have provided a level of protection that enabled them to meet the 
needs of their families which minimized the effect of the phenomena. Perhaps, most importantly, 
was the need to contextualize their responses and experiences within socio-historical, socio-
cultural, and socio-political contexts. An example of contextualizing their responses in this 
manner required that I, at least consider: 1) that racial and sexual stereotypes are rooted in the 
enslavement of Blacks in the United States, and 2) that internalized racism and sexism within 
African American communities influenced the participant’s experience of themselves as African 
American lesbian women navigating social and political environments that are at times 
welcoming and at other times not.   
Significance of distinctions. 
The distinctions identified above (feeling affected vs. being effected and state campaign 
vs. no state campaign) were important because they alerted me to the significance of the 
sociopolitical context within each of these states. The campaigns, in many ways were symbolic of 
a synthesis of thoughts and emotions that were attached to marriage equality by people from 
intersecting spheres of influence:  the family, the social environment, the political environment, 
the religious environment, and the legal environment. It was not sufficient to only consider 
whether same-sex marriage was legal in each of these jurisdictions, it was also necessary to 
consider whether or not there were other options available to same-sex couples that provided a 
level of recognition for their relationships.  Perhaps the most significant factor as it related to the 
diverse legal options was in realizing that those who had not experienced a statewide campaign to 
ban marriage equality probably did not feel threatened by an impending loss of rights, or any 
sense of loss, for that matter. Therefore, there was little to no emotional attachment to the 
discourses and campaigns because they did not experience the campaigns that were happening 
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afar off as effecting their daily existence. This helped me to gain a better understanding of their 
reported daily life experiences of the events that were taking place.     
One could make the argument that, in the state of Pennsylvania, same-sex couples never 
had the right to marry; therefore, there was never anything for them to lose. However, I am 
making an argument that: 1) in the absence of a statewide marriage amendment campaign to ban 
same-sex marriage and 2) the existence of statewide bans protecting LGBTQ individuals against 
discrimination based on sexual orientation, gender identity and gender expression, a 
psychological edge is provided for LGBTQ individuals in the states of Pennsylvania and New 
Jersey. I also believe that the sociopolitical climates in the two states (North Carolina and 
Maryland) that had campaigns resulted in a different emotional response or attachment to the 
campaigns. In North Carolina, when the participants began to feel a connection or attachment to 
the anti-gay discourses and marriage amendment campaign, they did so because of what it 
represented to them, which was that they and the public were being deceived. They also decided 
that it was not okay for them to allow this campaign to play out in their state without educating 
themselves and informing the public about how the amendment would affect their lives.  These 
participants had little hope that marriage equality would pass, due to the deeply rooted religious 
beliefs and the very politically conservative legislature and judicial system that existed in their 
state.  So, while some had a modicum of hope that marriage equality would happen, many others 
saw their contribution as laying the groundwork for future campaigns for equality on many levels, 
of which civil marriage was only one.  That is, the campaign needed to incorporate economic 
disparities, impoverished communities and schools, health disparities, employment, and safety in 
the home.   
When we look at the state of Maryland, the sociopolitical and sociocultural context 
suggested that there was a greater chance that same-sex marriage would be passed.  There already 
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existed a legal status, domestic partnerships, that recognized same-sex couples. Maryland had a 
long history of advocacy for and against marriage equality that included failed attempts to 
constitutionally ban same-sex marriage.  The final, and perhaps most important factor, involving 
the sociocultural and political contexts was that the governor had already signed a same-sex 
marriage bill into law in 2011 - this was what was being contested via the marriage amendment 
campaign. There was much greater support for marriage equality from the spheres of influence 
previously identified.  The participants in Maryland had a much greater hope in the passage of the 
law and as such had a different level of emotional investment because they were closer to having 
same-sex marriage become a reality in the state.  That being stated, there was also a major threat 
that Question 6 would not pass because there had not been, at least until the November 2012  
election, a state in which the public not only voted against banning same-sex marriage but instead  
 
voted to legalize it.  There was a different kind of emotional investment for the participants in the  
 
state of Maryland.  
 
Parenting 
 
 Of all of the participants who are parenting children, when we take into consideration the  
 
laws that pertain to relationship recognition, second parent adoption, fostering and adopting  
 
children for same-sex couples, the participants in the state of North Carolina are perhaps at a  
 
greater disadvantage when compared to those in other states.  The recent amendment to North  
 
Carolina’s constitution, states that marriage between one man and one woman is the only  
 
domestic legal union that will be valid, or recognized in the state.  At first glance, it may appear  
 
that the legislation “only” determines who can get married and who cannot get married in the  
 
state of North Carolina.  However, discriminatory laws that ban same-sex marriage  
 
and legal recognition of them determines who is eligible for government-sponsored programs, by  
 
way of limiting who is considered to be a “legitimate” family, and by linking eligibility for  
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services and benefits to marital status. These laws create obstacles to stable, loving  
 
homes, economic security, and the health and well-being of many families (All Children Matter,  
 
2011). For example, some of the participants in this study identified concerns they had regarding  
 
different tax filing statuses that result from the different ways in which family is defined at the  
 
state and federal levels. Many were not able to take advantage of tax credits or deductions,  
 
particularly at the federal level, because they were not considered a legitimate family unit and  
 
as a consequence had to file as “single” for both state and federal tax purposes.  Others were able  
 
to file their state taxes as a family unit but their federal taxes as individuals. Government  
 
sponsored support, such as tax credits and deductions, help to reduce the financial costs of  
 
maintaining stable households and raising families (All Children Matter, 2011).  
 
It is important to recognize how the outcome of laws that are enacted to prohibit same- 
 
sex couples from the right of civil marriage have a much broader effect.  It begs the question of  
 
whether there is a greater value placed on the institution of marriage than there is on the well- 
being of families. Maintaining such rigid ideologies to uphold a shrinking institution of marriage 
for one man and one woman creates disadvantages for all others who do not meet such a limited  
and archaic definition of family.  The rate of households that consist of children who lived with  
married heterosexual parents was 83% in 1970, and has since decreased to 69% in 2011 (All  
Children Matter, 2011). As a society, there is a need to be more cognizant of how the denial of  
equal rights and legal protections for all families sets up a double standard that enhances the  
social and economic well-being of some, while jeopardizing the social and well-being of others. 
Who Is More Likely To Be Affected by the Legislation and Campaigns? 
 
Participants in this study who currently reside in the state of North Carolina seem most  
 
likely to experience a direct impact of anti-gay discourses and constitutional amendments on  
 
marriage due to the absence of relationship recognition and legal protections for LGBTQ  
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individuals and same-sex couples. However, all participants are effected by anti-gay legislation  
 
because it influences what parts of the country they feel safe enough to relocate to or reside in.  
 
Some participants indicated a desire to relocate to other parts of the country, yet have trepidations  
 
about the potential stress and stigma they may encounter due to sexual prejudice.  They raised  
 
concerns about how relocating would affect their status as a legally recognized spouse and  
 
parent.   
 
LGBTQ families – like all American families –want the opportunity to provide stable,  
loving homes to their children.  They want the economic and emotional resources to raise 
healthy, successful children, and the opportunity to be an integral part of broader  
communities that are welcoming and supportive of them and their children (All Children  
Matter, 2011, p 97).  
 
The report further states that discriminatory laws, combined with the ensuing social 
stigma, creates obstacles to stable, loving homes; economic security; and health and well-being of 
families (All Families Matter, 2011). The following example will highlight how the well-being of 
families can be compromised due to laws that fail to recognize them as family units.  One of the 
participants in the state of North Carolina is in a committed relationship with her partner.  She has 
been with her spouse for 16 ½ years and married (commitment ceremony) for close to four years.  
She is raising a foster child, with her spouse, that she plans to adopt. However, in the state of 
North Carolina, single gays and lesbians can adopt children but same sex couples cannot.  This 
participant is a full time student and her spouse provided the main source of income. The laws 
regarding relationship recognition and fostering children undermined the well-being of this 
family unit. The participant’s spouse was fined by the Internal Revenue Service because she 
claimed their foster child as a dependent (based upon advice from a tax preparer, according to the 
participant).  Although the laws state that a variety of family relatives can apply for an earned 
income tax credit, including foster parents, aunts, uncles, siblings among many others, this 
participant’s spouse was fined.  She was told that she could not legally claim their son as a 
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dependent because they are a same-sex couple. Almost two decades ago, Hartmann (1996) 
advanced the idea that many lesbian and gay families deprived of equal rights entailed a number 
of risks for gay and lesbian parents. Changes to the law that values diverse family structures and 
ensures equal rights and legal protections for all family structures could greatly support the daily 
life experiences of LGBTQ individuals as contributing members of their families and society.  
Diverse Family Structures 
The majority of biological children (6) that are being raised by participants in this study 
resided in the state of Pennsylvania.  However, when I included the non-biological, step, and 
foster children (13) that are being raised or have been raised by participants, the majority of 
children resided in the state of North Carolina. The number of children being raised by these 
participants is noteworthy because of the implications it has for public policy.  
1. Geographically speaking, same-sex couples are most likely to have children in the 
most conservative states (Gates, 2012). 
2. Childrearing among same-sex couples is most common in the South where states 
have amended their constitutions to ban same-sex marriage and some have also 
banned recognition of these relationships (Gates, 2012). The largest percentage of the 
U.S. population (63%) and the Black population (55%) reside in the southern part of 
the U.S. (Rastogi, Johnson, Hoeffel, Drewery, Jr., 2011).   
3. African Americans in same-sex couples are 2.4 times more likely to be raising 
children compared to their White counterparts (40% v, 16%).  African American 
different-sex couples are only 1.3 times more likely than White different-sex couples 
to be raising children (51% vs. 40%) (Gates, 2012).    
4. Same-sex couples are more likely than different sex couples to have children who are 
neither their biological child, nor the stepchild of their spouse or partner.  Therefore, 
173 
 
 
they are more likely to be raising non-biological children than are their counterparts 
in different sex relationships (Gates, 2013).  
Families of choice. 
Many of the participants in this study are raising biological children (7) who were born in 
a previous heterosexual relationship.  According to the National Council on Family Relations 
(2011), a common pathway to parenthood for LGBTQ persons was due to previous relationships 
with a different-sex partner.  However, many others are parenting non-biological children who 
have become a part of their families by choice, or due to unforeseen circumstances. For example, 
one participant has one biological adult child; however, she has also co-parented six non-
biological children.  She considered all of them to be her children and refer to them as such in 
public and private. Her first non-biological child that she and her wife accepted into their home 
entered their lives when she was 16 years of age.  At the time, she was depressed, suicidal and 
needed a safe place to reside. She is now 27 years of age. The participant stated that each of her 
children, with the exception of one, have resided with her and her wife, at one time or another. 
She is also the non-biological grandparent of two children. She became the grandmother for one  
of them when a lesbian same-sex couple had a child by artificial insemination invited her to be 
the grandmother of their child. A second participant is the non-biological grandmother of three 
siblings.  She shared that one day the children asked to meet with her and requested that she be 
their grandmother; she accepted their request with honor.  Another participant has parented two 
biological sons and is currently raising a foster child with her spouse that she plans to adopt
30
. 
Finally, a fourth participant is co-parenting her partner’s two children. Although these 
participants and their spouses function in the role of a parent or grandparent, the law does not 
legally recognize them as such.  
                                                          
30 In the state of North Carolina, single LGBTQ individuals can foster and adopt children.  However, same-sex couples 
cannot.  
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Such arrangements are not so unusual for many African Americans.  As Boyd-Franklin  
(2003) reminds us “for many African American extended families…the process of helping each 
other and exchanging and sharing support as well as goods and services-is a central part of their 
lives” (p. 53). It has been a very important survival mechanism for many Blacks (Boyd-Franklin, 
2003). This certainly seems to be the case for these extended family members whose emotional, 
physical, and mental well-being may have been at a greater risk had it not been for the 
participants who accepted them into their lives and homes as family members.   
Another unique aspect of these family structures was the variety of relationships that 
existed among them that seemed to be dependent upon how they entered the family.  For the 
participant above who has six non-biological adult children, her wife may or may not have the 
same role as co-parent. Instead, she may fulfill the role of Aunt or Godmother. Similarly, the 
spouse of the participant who is fostering a child is referred to as aunt instead of mom due, in 
part, to the laws that restrict same-sex couples from fostering and adopting children. Public policy 
has ignored the reality of changes across family structures, particularly for LGBT parents who are 
raising biological, non-biological, adopted, and foster children (All Children Matter, 2013). When 
we consider that Black same-sex, lesbian couples are nearly twice as likely to be raising children 
compared to White lesbian same-sex couples, a review of public policies and anti-gay legislation 
is warranted. Such a review is not warranted solely based on the percentage of Black same-sex 
couples who are parenting children, for all same-sex couples are variously impacted by laws  
that create inequalities.  In addition the similar injustices experienced by same-sex couples, when 
we factor in the other disparities experienced by racial and ethnic minorities, the inequalities  
experienced are exacerbated.   
Similarity and Differences between Participants 
 
 Racial and ethnic identity. 
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 Another distinction that needs to be noted was the difference between the participants 
who were born in the Caribbean but raised in the United States and those who were born and 
raised in the United States. While the participants from the Caribbean had the same concerns as 
the participants who were born in the U.S., there was an additional layer of stigma that some of 
them experienced due to the extent of homophobia in their countries of origin. There were three 
participants of Jamaican descent and one that was of Barbadian descent. The participant from 
Barbados spoke of her mother having a friend in Barbados who made comments to her mother, 
who resides in the United States, about the participant and her partner getting married.  She stated 
that she believed it was “malicious intent” behind the remark but she was very happy that her 
mother supported her (the participant) in spite of what her friend stated.  She does not think that 
this causes a great deal of distress for her mother but she did acknowledge that she believed it had 
an impact on her mother such that she felt a need to share it.  Other than that, she has felt safe 
enough to visit the island with her son and spouse.   
One of the participants whose parents were born in Jamaica did not comment on how her 
ethnic identity affected how she experienced her sexual orientation or the researched phenomena.  
However, the other two participants had very strong reactions to the homophobia that exists 
within the Jamaican culture, as a whole. One of the participants stated that she boycotted 
Jamaican establishments here in the United States because she perceived their treatment of her as 
disrespectful.  She spoke of how they stared at her when she entered these establishments and this 
caused a great deal of discomfort for her. She stated that she refused to visit Jamaica until there 
were laws in place to protect the rights and safety of LGBTQ individuals. She expressed concerns 
for her safety if she were to visit the island and stated that she felt very fortunate to have been 
brought to the United States as a child. This participant also stated that her family of origin has 
been a source of support for her.  With the exception of one of her brothers, who struggled with 
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her sexual orientation and gender identity, all of her other siblings attended her wedding. She had 
a close relationship with her brother who did not attend the wedding and experiences the distance 
between them as a sense of loss in the relationship.        
The fourth participant is the mother of an adopted child that she and her spouse adopted 
together. She has decided that she will not visit the Island of Jamaica until her son is old enough 
to understand the stigma that is attached to being in a different family structure.  She wants to 
wait until he can understand how being in a different family structure can compromise their 
safety in certain parts of the world. She wants her son to know this part of her culture but is not 
willing to risk the homophobia that they may encounter as family. This participant, although she 
received support from her parents, distanced herself from her extended family, in the United 
States, for many years due to fear of being rejected by them. She thought it would be a source of 
shame for her family if she revealed her sexual orientation.  She later discovered, upon reaching 
out to them, that they received her with open arms and has even asked her to mentor another 
family member who has come out as a lesbian.   
In closing, although these participants embraced their Caribbean ethnic identity, they  
were acculturated
31
 as African American women. As such, they shared the experience of being  
marginalized as Black women in the United States and this influenced their experience of the  
phenomena; yet, there was a conscious awareness of the different strains of sexual prejudice that 
existed in their countries of origin and that which exist in their states of residence within United 
States.  Homophobia within African American and Afro-Caribbean communities within the 
United States is multiply determined, according to Greene and Boyd-Franklin (1996).  However, 
they identified: 1) strong religious and spiritual indoctrinations, and 2) similar experiences of 
institutional racism in the development of myths and distortions regarding the sexuality of 
                                                          
31 “Acculturation occurs when two or more cultures are in persistent contact and each is modified by the other in 
varying degrees” (McAdoo, Martinez, & Hughes, 2005, p. 191).   
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lesbians within these communities as a significant factor in their experience of homophobia.  
Males are encouraged to believe that women who do not reinforce male dominance and female 
subordination are responsible for their oppression rather than the structure of racism (Greene & 
Boyd-Franklin, 1996); 3) Internalized racism is also a determining factor in how a  lesbian 
identity may be experienced as an embarrassment to African Americans who strongly identify 
with the dominant culture (Greene & Boyd-Franklin, 1996); 4) Heterosexual privilege is also an 
issue that, often times, create tension in the relationships between women in these communities. 
In the opinion of these scholars and researchers, if and when women in these communities 
perceive their heterosexual identity as the only privileged social identity they have as a result of 
the intersection of racism and sexism, they may be reluctant to jeopardize the privileges 
associated with this status by supporting women who are lesbians and/or “coming out” as lesbians 
(Greene & Franklin, 1996).  
Comparing Findings to Existing Literature 
 Effects of anti-gay legislation on individuals and their relational networks. 
The findings from the current study
32
  were similar to findings from the Levitt et al.  
(2009) study that explored the impact of anti-gay legislation in the lives of GLBT individuals  
during the national election in 2006. There were 13 participants who were recruited from  
Memphis, Tennessee and they ranged in age from 19 to 69 years of age with a mean age of 33.92.   
Nine of the participants identified as Caucasian or White, one was Hispanic, two were African  
American, and one was multiracial. Six participants identified as gay men, four as lesbian  
women, one as a bisexual male, one as a queer identified woman and one as a transgendered male  
(female-born and male-identified).  In terms of relationship status, 6 were single, 7 were in  
committed relationships, and 2 reported having marriage ceremonies - one of which was legally  
                                                          
32 “Current study” refers to this research study and “referenced research” refers to the study that I am comparing my 
findings to.   
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recognized but neither were recognized in the participants’ state of residence. Only two of the  
participants were parents - one had an adult child and one had a preschool child. Eight of the  
participants had a college degree. 
 The similarities in the findings pertained to: 1) the participant’s belief that the general  
public was voting on marriage equality amendments without sufficient knowledge of how it  
would impact the lives of GLBT people; 2) The participants in both studies felt that GLBT people  
were viewed as second class citizens by the public; 3) Participants also believed that they were  
being unfairly judged by others as reflected in the statement “I am not who you think I am.” 5)  
Social supports were identified as significant by the participants because they helped to neutralize  
the effects of anti-gay discourses, legislation and marriage amendments as demonstrated by  
increased supports from family members, friends and religious communities.  However, they  
were also significant because of the ways in which the participants and their relationships with  
others were negatively impacted by anti-gay sentiments (i.e., loss or tension in relationships with  
family, friends and religious community); 6) Anti-gay legislation was most salient in the lives of  
participants when they sensed that it would provide greater access to resources to support their  
family’s well-being (i.e., healthcare and finances); 8) Participants in both studies were actively  
involved in their statewide campaigns and experienced their activism as very rewarding; 9) They  
had a sense of hope and a sense that they could make a difference.  Many believed that not getting  
involved would result in continued invisibility and discrimination.  
In the Rostosky et al. (2009) study, the researchers conducted a national survey of LGB  
 
adults following the November 2006 elections
33
, to explore whether or not LGB individuals who  
 
resided in states that passed a marriage initiative in November 2006 would report: 1) higher levels 
 
                                                          
33 During the November 2006 election, there were nine states that had a marriage-amendment initiative on their ballot. 
As of June 2008, 45 states (and the U.S. federal government) prohibited the recognition of civil marriage for same-sex 
couples through specific laws.  This count includes the 26 states that have amended their state constitutions, through 
public votes, to define marriage as between one man and one woman. Some of these amendments also prohibited 
recognition of relationships similar to marriage (e.g., domestic partnerships or civil unions) (Rostosky, et al., 2009). 
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of minority stress factors
34
 and more psychological distress than LGB individuals in states 
 
that did not have a marriage amendment on the ballot; 2) The researchers explored the strength of  
 
the association between minority stressors and psychological distress when considered in relation  
 
to an acute event (i.e., the election of November 2006), and expected that the correlation between  
 
minority stress factors and psychological distress to be higher in states with a marriage  
 
amendment on the ballot relative to those that were not considering such an amendment  
 
(Rostosky et al., 2009). The specific minority stressors attendant to marriage amendment  
 
campaigns that we assessed included exposure to negative messages about LGB people in the  
 
media and in negative conversations with others, negative amendment-related affect, and  
 
internalized homophobia. 
 
Fifty-six percent of the sample identified as females and 44% percent identified as  
 
male. Forty-two percent of the 1,486 participants that the data analysis is based on identified as 
  
lesbian or woman-loving woman, 40% identified as gay or man-loving man, 11% identified as  
bisexual, and 7% identified as queer or other.  The mean age for the participants was 38.92 years.  
Approximately 89% of the sample was European American/White while only 2.3% were African  
American/Black, 2.5% Hispanic/Latino/Chicano, 1.7% Asian American, 0.6% Native  
American/indigenous, 2.7% biracial/multiracial, and 1.1% as other. Seventy-two percent of the  
participants had college degrees of which 44% held master’s, doctoral, or professional degrees.   
Fifty one percent of the participants were in committed relationships: 7.9% were in a registered  
civil union or domestic partnership, 3.1% were in a civil marriage, and 6% were in a legal  
marriage/civil union/domestic partnership that was not legal in their state of residence. Twenty- 
 
five percent of the sample reported that they were parents.   
 
The researchers found that participants who resided in states with amendments 
                                                          
34 Minority stress suggests that sexual minorities (lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals [LGB]), like members of other 
disadvantaged groups, experience excess stress due to their social position (Meyer, Ouellette, Haile, & McFarlane, 
2011).  
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experienced significant increases in exposure to negative media messages, negative  
conversations, and LGB activism which were associated with  a significant increase in negative  
affect and depressive symptoms.  The findings from the current study indicated that participants  
who resided in states that had a statewide campaign also experienced an increase in exposure to  
negative media messages, negative conversations, and an increase LGBT activism but they did  
not report experiencing a significant increase in negative affect and depressive symptoms.   
Participants, who resided in states that did not have a statewide campaign, were less likely to  
indicate that they were exposed to an increase in negative media messages, conversations, nor  
activism.  They indicated that they were less emotionally connected, if at all, by the campaigns  
because they were not happening in their states and/or there were increasing levels of positive  
coverage in the media on same-sex marriage (i.e., NJ).   
The current study also addressed recommendations made by Rostosky et al. (2009) 
regarding the effects of marriage amendment campaigns in the lives of LGB persons of color and 
within-group differences that may be significant to understanding how they are affected, or not, 
by anti-gay discourses and campaigns.  For example, the current study explored the impact of the 
phenomena on the participants religious beliefs and their relationships within Black religious 
communities.  Participants who had strong religious indoctrinations and whose families were 
involved in Black religious communities were more likely to encounter challenges in their 
relationships with family members regarding sexual identity and marriage equality.  However, 
their religious beliefs were not negatively impacted.  Many spoke of researching biblical 
scriptures for themselves as opposed to accepting what they had been told all of their lives.  This 
seemed to strengthen their beliefs in God and assisted them with gaining acceptance of the 
differences in interpretation of scripture that existed between themselves and their families.  
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None of the participants in the current study indicated that their families’ struggles were a 
result of the phenomena.  While some experienced challenges in their familial relationships, none 
of them indicated a loss of relationships with their family members. Additionally, none of the 
participants indicated that they were associated or not associated with Black religious 
communities as a result of  legislation and campaigns.  They spoke of how their struggle with 
sexual prejudice or homophobic messages that are espoused within Black religious communities, 
generally speaking, was the main reason for no longer participating in organized religious 
communities.  Yet, there were others who were members of such communities who felt both 
accepted and affirmed as African American lesbian women.   
One thing that stood out for me with regard to the two studies above is the intensity of 
emotions that the participants expressed.  The emotional experiences of the participants in Levitt 
et al. (2009) and Rostosky et al. (2009) seemed to be more intense when compared to the 
emotional experiences conveyed by the participants in the current study.  I wondered if this was a 
result of intersecting racial and gendered identity statuses, their geographic locations, and the 
timing of these campaigns in terms of sociopolitical context.  Could the participants in the above 
studies, who were predominately White women and men, have experienced the denial of an equal 
right to civil marriage and legal protections as more intense because of the privileged status that 
they are often afforded as a result of their intersecting racial and sexual identities?  Or, could the 
participants in the studies above have experienced a more intense emotional response as a result  
of the research being conducted so close to the elections?  Could the less intense emotional 
responses of the participants in the current study be a result of the marginalization that they often 
times experience as a result of their intersecting racial and sexual identities?  Unfortunately, I can 
only speculate about the answer to the first query and to avoid minimizing the experiences of 
those participants in anyway, I will not do so.  However, I can provide an answer to the second 
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question in the affirmative based on the  findings from the current study.  The participants very 
clearly indicated that the effects of their intersecting racial and gendered identities overshadowed 
the effects of the researched phenomena.  The campaigns were not matters of concern until the 
campaigns were active within their states of residence.  Even then, the saliency of the anti-gay 
agendas did not override the saliency of racial and gender based economic and social disparities.      
It is also worth noting that the sociocultural and sociopolitical contexts were perhaps 
much more contentious in 2006 given that there were nine states throughout the country with an 
anti-gay initiative on their state ballots.  It was not until 2012 when citizens voted against a 
constitutional amendment banning same-sex marriage and instead voted for marriage equality.  
Prior to that each state, with the exception of Arizona, has had such an initiative on their ballots 
has voted to ban marriage equality.  In 2012 there were when four states that had such an 
initiative on their ballot and for the first time two states, Maryland and Washington, voted to pass 
marriage equality.  As such, the sociopolitical and cultural contexts that existed in 2006 compared 
to 2012 are also important to consider when gauging similarities and differences in the responses 
of the participants in the  current study and the referenced studies above.   
Effects on family members.  
 Arm et al. (2009) and Horne et al. (2011) both focused on the experiences of family  
members of GLBT couples who were in civil unions and those who were not in civil unions.  In  
the Arm et al. (2009) study, a companion to the Levitt et al. (2009) study, ten heterosexually  
identified participants were recruited from Memphis, Tennessee and interviewed six months prior  
to the November 2006 elections.  Each of them were related to someone who identified as GLBT.   
The participants were engaged in a semi-structured interview during which they were asked,  
“What is it like having a family member who is GLBT during this time of anti-GLBT movements  
and policies?”  The participants were also asked to describe how anti-gay legislation impacted  
them personally, within their families, and within relationships with those outside of the family.   
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The Horne et al. (2011) study was a mixed method study that explored the effect of  
marriage amendment campaigns on family members between November 08 and December 08,  
2006.  This was a companion study to Rostosky et al. (2009) and data for both studies was  
collected between November 8 and December 8, 2006.  The researchers asked the following two  
questions: First, are family members effected by marriage amendment campaigns and do they  
experience similar levels of negative affect and stress as LGB individuals?  (This study did not  
include family members of transgendered individuals.) Second, how do family members feel  
about marriage restriction amendments (Horne, Rostosky, and Riggle, 2011)?   
Rothblum et al, (2011) conducted a quantitative survey which compared same-sex  
couples in a civil union with same-sex couples in their friendship circle who were not in a civil  
union, and same-sex couples in a civil union with heterosexual married siblings and their spouses.  
A 16 page questionnaire was sent out to 2,475 same-sex couples who had civil unions officiated  
in Vermont. Eight hundred questionnaires were sent out to each partner in 400 same-sex civil  
unions, of which 659 were returned. Two-thirds of the total sample were female, 90% were White  
and 10% were identified as people of color or members of ethnic minority groups (Rothblum et  
al., 2011). Questionnaires were received from all three groups; however, the Rothblum (2011)  
study only focused on the narrative portion of the 659 questionnaires that were returned by same- 
sex couples who were in a civil union. The researchers found that some of the participants were  
shaken by the lack of support and celebration from family members.  The findings also indicated  
that families were more comfortable with the family member’s sexual orientation as long as they  
were single and dating which was demonstrated by the decreased levels of support they received 
from their family members upon legalizing their relationships.   
 There were few comparisons to make between the current study and above referenced 
studies because the effects of the discourses, legislation, and campaigns on family members were 
not explored in the current study. That being stated, some of the participants spoke of challenges 
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in their relationships with family members who seemed to struggle with their decisions to marry 
their same-sex partners.  They began to experience changes in their relationships around the time 
that they were planning to legalize or ritualize their commitments to one another which was 
similar to the finding in the Rothblum et al. (2011) study.  Participants in both studies indicated 
that they were surprised by the reactions of their family members. Some of the family members 
were more supportive than others.  I wondered what made the difference between the supportive 
and non-supportive families, and why were the participants surprised?  Did they believe that their 
families had accepted their partners and relationships?  Did the participants consider that their 
families were being tolerant as opposed to accepting, which was a recommendation made by  
Greene (2008).  Or, were the families experiencing what Arm et al. (2009) referred to as 
secondary trauma (i.e., stress experienced by individuals who witness injury or trauma of those 
whom they love and/or care for)?  
A families’ reactions can be a reflection of a renegotiation of long-held cultural, 
religious, and family beliefs about same-sex relationships and marriage (Johnson & Keren, 1998).  
It could also be due to the various ways in which families reject, accept, and deny a family 
members’ sexual orientation and identity (Greene, 2000).  These variations often time create 
stress in relationships; however, one should not assume that the stress is a reflection of sexual 
prejudice or homophobia. While it is could very well be just that, it could also be a matter of the 
family member’s lack of skill with negotiating heterosexism and/or a reflection of vicarious 
traumatization (Greene 2000; Arm et al., 2009). Since family members were not interviewed nor 
was this area explored in depth, I cannot ascertain the underlying reasons for the family member’s 
responses nor the astonishment on the part of the participants.  Yet given the importance of social 
supports in the lives of LGBTQ individuals and the tension that often times arise as a result of the 
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legalization and/or recognition of same-sex marriage and relationships, this is an important area 
to explore in future research.           
Socio-emotional benefit of  marriage equality.  
 Shulman, Gotta, Green (2012), conducted a mixed-method study to investigate same- 
sex domestic partners’ perceptions of the socio-emotional benefits as well as anticipated benefits  
of marriage rights for same-sex couples in California.  Demographic data on the individuals who  
participated in this study was not provided because data on individuals in registered domestic  
partnerships was not publicly available. Data collection occurred approximately one month prior  
to the California Supreme Court’s ruling on legalizing same-sex marriage. The researchers  
findings suggested that older couples who lived together for longer periods of time expected a  
significantly more positive benefit from the right to marry. They also found that support from the  
couple’s family and friends was associated with greater couple relationship satisfaction.  
 Participants in both studies believed that the legalization of marriage for same-sex  
couples would be associated with a socio-emotional benefit as many had family members and  
friends who were supportive of marriage equality.  However, there was a range of socio-
emotional responses for participants in the current study.  For those who were legally married and 
residing in a jurisdiction where marriage equality was legal, they spoke of experiencing socio-
emotional benefits based on the ways in which family/friends responded to them once legally 
married which seemed to correspond with the findings in the Shulman et al.(2012) study.  They 
believed people took their relationships more seriously. Yet the participants who were not legally 
married and who resided in a state that did not recognize their relationships, were less likely to 
believe that marriage equality would make much of a difference in how they were experienced by 
others, nor how they experienced their relationships with one another.  Interestingly, these 
participants were more likely to have been in long term relationships which is juxtaposed to the 
findings in Shulman et al (2012).  In that study the findings suggested that older couples who 
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lived together for longer periods of time expected more positive benefits from the right to marry.  
However, the younger participants in the current study who had fewer years in their relationships 
were more likely to believe that there would be a socio-emotional benefit to marriage equality.           
A number of participants in the current study did not believe that marriage equality would 
be realized during their lifetimes while others believed that they would live to see marriage 
equality become the law of the land.  Yet, even those who believed that it would be the law of the 
land did not think that the socio-emotional benefit would be immediate; particularly, for those 
whose family and friends struggled to embrace the idea of same-sex relationships and marriage 
equality.   As Greene (2009) indicated, laws prohibiting same-sex marriage may prove to be as 
difficult to dismantle as miscegenation laws were despite the blatant unfairness of the laws. This 
sentiment was echoed by many of the participants in the current study.     
There was greater agreement among participants in both studies regarding the financial,  
psychological, and legal benefits that marriage equality would provide. The participants in the 
Shulman et al. (2012) overwhelmingly wanted the legal status of same-sex couples to be referred 
to as “marriage.” However, the findings from the current study were mixed in terms of what the 
legal status for same-sex relationships should be referred to. Several participants wanted the legal 
status to be referred to as marriage, some did not, and others simply did not care what the referent  
was as long as the state and federal governments granted them marital rights and benefits 
equivalent to different-sex married couples.   
The comparison between these two studies seemed to highlight the significance of 
sociopolitical and sociocultural contexts when considering the effects of anti-gay discourses, 
legislation, and constitutional amendments.  The marriage equality movement in the state of 
California is further along in its’ evolutionary process compared to the states where participants 
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in the current study reside.  Therefore, the range of expectations from legalizing same-sex 
marriage across  the various jurisdictions did not seem unusual.     
Social and psychological well-being among African American lesbian and 
heterosexual women – considerations for anti-gay policies and legislation.  
 
There were few similarities between the participants in the Matthew and Hughes (2001)  
study and the current study. Matthew and Hughes (2001) conducted a quantitative study to  
explore and compare help seeking behaviors between African American lesbian women and a  
comparison group of African American heterosexual women.  The sample of 70 African  
American lesbians and 40 African American heterosexual women were a subsample of 881  
women who participated in the Chicago Lesbian Community Cancer Project in 1992.  The mean  
age of the women was 43 years of age.  Forty-seven percent of the lesbian women and 49% of the  
heterosexual women had some college.  Nineteen percent of the lesbian women and 21% of the  
heterosexual women had advanced degrees.  The median annual income range reported by both  
groups of women was $21,000-$35,999.   
Both groups reported moderate levels of stress on a scale of 0(none) to 3(extreme); 
however, 16% of the lesbian women and 18% of the heterosexual women rated their levels of 
stress as extreme.  The reasons identified for the moderate to extreme levels of stress were due to 
money, employment, and overall responsibilities. Forty-one percent of the lesbian women and 
45% of the heterosexual women indicated that they struggled to meet basic needs at their current 
rate of income. Overall, when comparing underlying reasons for moderate and extreme stress 
levels, sexual orientation was least relevant.  In other words there were more similarities than 
differences between the lesbian and heterosexual women who participated in the study.    
 The findings revealed that 1) 55% of the lesbian women indicated that they had received 
counseling or therapy in the past; 2) lesbians were more likely to have previously sought help in 
their teens or younger compared to the heterosexual sample who were more likely to seek help 
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during their 20s and 30s.  3) The most common reason for seeking help was feeling sad and 
depressed. 4) Other reasons for seeking therapy were problems with families, issues related to 
self-esteem, problems with spouses/partners, sexual abuse (only lesbians sought help for sexual 
abuse), and sexual identity.  The researchers were unable to determine if the sexual identity issues 
were due to sexual prejudice or stress associated with accepting their sexual orientation/identity, 
or coming out.   
Thirty percent of the lesbian women and 44% of heterosexual women indicated that they 
had considered therapy in the past but did not follow through due to a lack of health coverage, the 
cost of therapy, a lack of perceived need and not knowing where to go.  This question was not 
explored with the participants in the current study.  However, if such challenges are pre-existing 
for African American lesbians, it would seem that barriers created by anti-gay policies and 
legislation could further compromise access to mental health services for many.  Sixteen percent 
of the lesbian participants were concerned about not being accepted but this was not a concern for 
the heterosexual participants.  Sixty-five percent of the lesbian women and 55% of the 
heterosexual women were more likely to see therapists in private practice.  Interestingly, the 
lesbian women in the Matthew and Hughes (2001) study were more likely to utilize religious 
counselors than were the heterosexual women (9% vs. 0).  This is interesting given the prevalence 
of sexual prejudice and heterosexism within many religious communities, particularly Black 
religious communities regarding same-sex orientations/identities/relationships. Lesbians were 
more likely to seek help through support groups, employees assistance programs, and outpatient 
mental health clinics, and a bit less likely to seek help from their friends compared to 
heterosexual women (28% vs. 30%).    
Fifty-five percent of the participants in the Matthew and Hughes (2001) study indicated 
that they had previously utilized mental health services yet only 6% of the participants in the 
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current study indicated the same. Sixteen percent of the lesbian participants in the Matthew and 
Hughes (2001) study were in treatment when that study was conducted compared to 3% of the 
participants in this study who shared that they were in treatment. The previous two questions 
were not explored with the participants in the current study; however, the following area was 
explored.  Sixteen percent of the lesbian participants in Matthew and Hughes (2001) indicated 
that they would not seek treatment due to fear of not being accepted and only 3% of the 
participants in this study indicated the same.  If level of education is correlated with the 
likelihood of seeking therapy, as indicated by the findings in Matthew and Hughes (2001), that 
may very well be a significant factor in why the majority of participants in the current study 
indicated that seeking therapy would not be an issue for them.  
One of the major differences between the participants in both studies which was 
identified as a stressor in the lives of the participants in Matthew and Hughes (2001) was personal 
and/or household income.  Income as well as age and marital/relationship status were also 
identified as characteristics associated with women who sought counseling (Matthew & Hughes, 
2001). The higher levels of income, the median age of the sample, and the relationship status of 
participants in the current study may have been a protective factor against the types of stressors 
experienced by participants in Matthew and Hughes (2001).  However, this is only speculation 
and does not rule out the possibility that the participants in the current study were experiencing 
stressors related to their finances, relationship status, or lack of insurance coverage.  
Socioeconomic status should be incorporated in future studies that seek to understand the 
effects of anti-gay legislation in the lives of African American lesbian women.  This is 
particularly important when one considers the existing racial and gendered economic disparities 
that may be exacerbated by discriminatory public policies.  Additionally, the resiliency and 
ability to cope in the face of adverse conditions demonstrated by the participants in this study, 
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and all women of color who are multiply marginalized should not eclipse the possibility that 
mental health services could be a source of support. According to Matthews and Hughes (2001) 
the “socially constructed image of the ‘strong Black woman’ may decrease the amount of 
emotional support available to African American women and discourage self-perceived need for 
formal or informal mental health assistance” (p. 84). Lesbian women were more likely than 
heterosexual women to have been involved in therapy.  Stigmatization was a major concern for 
heterosexual women; however, the researchers found that the only significant group difference in 
barriers to treatment was concerns voiced by lesbian women about whether or not they would be 
accepted (Matthew & Hughes, 2001).  The participants in the current study did not identify fear 
of not being accepted as a barrier to receiving mental health treatment; yet, they were clear that if 
this was an issue they would explore services elsewhere.   
Active coping, social supports, and a lesbian identification among African American         
lesbian women.   
 
Bowleg et al. (2004) examined active coping among a sample of Black lesbians who face 
multiple stressors due to racism, heterosexism, and sexism.  The goal of the study was to explore 
whether or not internal factors (i.e., self-esteem, race group identification, and lesbian 
identification) and external factors (i.e., social support and perceived availability of LGBT 
resources) predicted active coping
35
.  
The participants were recruited at an annual weekend retreat for Black lesbians in 
southern California, Sistahfest.  There was a total of 92 participants who ranged in age from 18-
68 years of age with a mean age of 38.41.  A bit more than ninety-two percent of the same 
identified as Black/African American, 3.3% as biracial or multiracial (e.g., Black/Native 
                                                          
35 Active coping – Bowleg et al. (2004) highlights the active coping component of the psychosocial competence 
construct as highlighted in Tyler (1978).  Tyler (1978) as stated in Bowleg et al. (2004) describes active coping as a 
coping orientation that emphasizes proactive responses to stressful life events in a manner that facilitates positive 
outcomes (p. 231). Active coping, in the current study, will be based on the participant’s level of coping with the 
effects of anti-gay discourses, legislation, and constitutional amendments as conveyed by the participant.     
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American/White/Chinese), 2.2% as other (i.e., West Indian and Black Indian), and 1 participant 
(2.1%) did not identify her ethnicity. The sample was highly educated: 27.2% had attained a 
graduate or professional degree and 2.2% had attained a high school diploma or equivalency. 
Personal incomes ranged from $5,000 to $100,000.  Approximately 64% identified as lesbian, 
10.9% identified as gay, 3.3% identified as bisexual, 3.3% identified as queer, 12.% identified as 
other, and 6.4% did not self-identify. 
Bowleg et al. (2004) utilized various measures to examine internal and external factors.  
Their findings revealed that internal factors were more predictive of active coping than were 
external factors.  The lesbian identification variable was significantly correlated with active 
coping, perceived availability of LGBT resources, and social support which was significantly 
correlated with active coping.  Neither self-esteem nor race identification was correlated with any 
of the other variables in the model.  
Comparisons between the Bowleg et al. (2004) study and the current study suggest that 
active coping was pertinent to whether or not the participants were open about their lesbian 
identity, and whether or not they had a supportive network of family and friends.  All of the 
participants in the current study shared that they had various levels of familial, social, and 
religious support which seemed to make a difference in how they experienced their sexual 
identities, gender expressions, and the researched phenomena.  In fact, one participant stated that 
she may have experienced her sexual identity and the phenomena differently had she not had the 
support of family and friends.  Others alluded to the same.    
In the Bowleg et al. (2004) study, perceived LGBT resources were substituted for the  
 
Black family and Black church as external factors that influenced active coping due to the  
 
prevalence of sexual prejudice within the family and church.  Approximately 1/3 of the women  
 
indicated that they felt supported by their Black religious communities.  Therefore, their level of  
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active coping seemed to have been, in part, a reflection of the supports that they received from  
 
these religious communities as well as resources from within Black LGBT community and other  
 
LGBT resources. Those who resided in states that had a statewide campaign seemed to have been  
 
more involved with LGBTQ organizations than those who did not.  Those who were not  
 
connected to Black religious communities were certainly bothered by the sexual prejudice and  
 
heterosexism that exist within these spaces; however, they did not give any indication that it had  
 
an effect on their level of active coping. In fact, it seemed to strengthen their resolve to embrace  
 
their lesbian identity and to be proactive in spite of the stress that this lack of affiliation may have  
 
caused them or the stress of anti-gay agendas. All of the participants in the current study indicated  
 
that they were comfortable with their sexual identities and gender expressions.  Overall, they felt  
 
that they had supportive networks among family, friends, religious communities and LGBTQ  
 
organizations.  
 
Multiple marginalized identities, social and psychological well-being and 
considerations for anti-gay discourses/legislation. 
 
 Kertzner, Meyer, Frost, & Stirratt (2009) conducted a quantitative study to examine 
 
mental health outcomes of social well-being
36
 and psychological well-being
37
 contrasted with  
 
scores from a depression inventory.  According to the researchers, depression is an indicator of  
 
mental health that is more commonly used in studies of stress and mental health among LGB  
 
individuals as well as in general populations.  They conducted face to face interviews with 396  
 
LGB individuals in New York City (67 White male, 67 White females, 67 African American  
 
males, 64 African American females, 67 Latino men, and 67 Latino women).  Of the African  
 
                                                          
36 Social well-being encompasses the extent to which individuals feel they make valued social contributions, view 
society as meaningful and intelligible, experience a sense of social belonging, maintain positive attitudes towards 
others, and believe in the potential for society to evolve positively (Ketzner et al., 2009). 
  
37 Psychological well-being was measured with an 18-item assessment of psychological well-being developed by Ryff 
(1989) and Ryff and Keyes (1995) to assesses psychological well-being across six domains: self-acceptance, positive 
relations with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth (Ketzner et al, 2009, p. 
6).  
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American females, 57 of them were between the ages of 18-44 and seven were between the ages  
 
of 45-59.  Respondents were eligible if they were 18-59 years-old, resided in New York City for 
 
two years or more and self-identified as: (a) lesbian, gay, or bisexual; (b) male or female (and  
 
their gender identity matched sex at birth); and (c) white, African-American or Latino. Twenty- 
 
five outreach workers visited 274 venues across 32 districts based on their zip codes in New York  
 
City during a period of 11 months. Respondents completed a face-to-face  interview that included  
 
interviewer and self-administered measures using computer assisted interview (CAPI) and paper  
 
and pencil methods. 
 
The researchers explored the following three hypothesis:  1) that added social  
 
disadvantage associated with racial/ethnic minority, female, bisexual, and young status would be  
 
associated with decreased well-being and increased depression, 2) that social and psychological  
 
well-being would be enhanced by, and depression decreased by, positive attitudes toward one's  
 
sexual identity and by increased connectedness to the LGB community, and 3) that where  
 
disadvantaged social status is related to lower social and psychological well-being and greater  
 
depression, this relationship would be mediated, at least in part, by coping resources: positive  
 
attitudes toward one's sexual identity and connectedness to the LGB community.   
 
The researchers found that bisexual (as compared with gay or lesbian) identity and being  
 
a member of the youngest cohort, 18-29 years of age, were associated with lower levels of social  
 
well-being. There were no differences between racial/ethnic minorities and white respondents  
 
for social and psychological well-being.  A positive sexual identity and greater  connectedness to 
 
the LGB community were both associated with greater social well-being and psychological well- 
 
being.  The association between social well-being and community connectedness was stronger  
 
compared to social well-being and sexual identity (Ketzner et al., 2009).  However, sexual  
 
identity had a stronger relationship to psychological well-being than did community  
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connectedness (Ketzner et al., 2009). In terms of depressive symptoms - women reported  
 
significantly more depressive symptoms than men but there were no differences in depressive  
 
symptoms based on age group or sexual identity.   
 
The psychological and social well-being of the participants in the current study were not  
 
specifically explored; however, the descriptions of each highlighted in Ketzner et al. (2009) were  
 
utilized to explore content of the interviews.  None of the African American lesbian women in the 
current study, indicated that anti-gay discourses, legislation, and constitutional amendments 
effected their psychological and social well-being.  In their own way, each of them stated that 
they had a positive outlook on life, a positive self- image, acceptance of their sexual identities and 
gender expressions, connections with families, and/or positive relationships within their 
communities. The embrace of their sexual orientations and gender expression as well as the 
various levels of social supports seemed to have been associated with positive emotional and 
relational well-being. 
Implications of comparisons between findings and existing literature. 
 As highlighted above, there were some differences and similarities identified between the 
participants in the current study and participants from the referenced studies. The differences 
were primarily due to the specific foci of the studies which limited the ability to make 
comparisons. However, in spite of these differences, there were similarities that existed between 
the studies in one or more of the following areas:  1) anti-gay discourses, legislation, and 
constitutional amendments have an effect on LGBTQ individuals and their families members, 2)  
social supports and the acceptance of one’s sexual identity have an impact on the well-being of 
LGBTQ individuals, and 3) multiple intersecting identities impact how a person experiences their 
sexual identity and are experienced by others.       
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I found the similarities to be rather striking when considering the diversity of social 
identities and geographic locations that existed across studies.  Although sexual prejudice and 
heterosexism are likely to create obstacles and barriers in the daily life experiences of all LGBTQ 
individuals and their families, to varying degrees; an intersectional perspective proved to be an  
effective approach to utilize in the current study as it highlighted intragroup and intergroup 
similarities and differences.  The similarities and differences are significant due to the magnitude 
of the cultural shifts that are taking place across the United States at the intersections of 
oppressive hierarchical structures.  These shifts are a result of a demand for equal civil rights and 
legal protections  among LGBTQ individuals and their families and the anticipated effects of anti-
gay legislation and constitutional amendments. While each of these studies, including the current 
one, informed the reader of  various experiences in the lives of sexual minorities and members of 
their families, they are limited in terms of generalizability.  
Implications and Recommendations For Public Policy 
 
A social and political context. 
 
Americans live within the context of social policies that shape their lives, define opportunities and 
limitations, establish rights and protections, and set out the rules and mutual responsibilities 
included in the social contract between citizens and the state; [however], lesbians and gays, as 
individuals, couples, and families, have a particularly complex and difficult relationship with the 
state and its various rules and procedures, a relationship that variously influences their experiences 
on a daily basis (Hartman, 1996).   
The opinion of scholars and researchers (Hartman, 1996; Battle et al., 2002; Dang &  
Frazer,  2004; Levitt et al., 2009; All Children Matter, 2011) as well as some of the participants in 
this study who advanced the idea that anti-gay legislation and amendments created a subordinate  
status and undue hardships for same-sex couples and families was fully supported by the Opinion 
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of the Court in United States v. Windsor (2013). The Executive Director of the National Black 
Justice Coalition (NBJC, 2013), Sharon Lettman-Hicks, offered a similar opinion when she stated 
that DOMA disproportionately harms the lives of LGBT people of color, their families, 
communities, and the nation when current social and economic disparities are taken into account  
(NBJC, 2013). This is most striking when one considers that: 1) fifty five percent of African  
American/Black citizens reside in the south
38
; 2) same-sex couples in the south are more likely to  
be raising children compared to couples in other parts of the country; 3) the South had the lowest  
median household income and the highest percentage of people living in poverty compared to  
other regions of the country
39
; and 4) all southern states with the exception of  West Virginia have  
amended their constitutions to ban same sex marriage and/or relationship recognition for same- 
sex unions (All Children Matter, 2011; Rastogi, Johnson, Hoeffel, & Drewery, Jr., 2011; Enten,  
2013; DeNavas-Walt, C., Proctor, B.D., & Smith, J.C. (2012)).  Like the state of Pennsylvania, 
West Virginia, does not have a constitutional amendment banning same sex marriages; however 
neither do they, as a state, recognize same-sex unions.    
Nearly 27% of the participants in this study reside in the southern state of North Carolina.   
It is also noteworthy to mention that nearly all southern states have constitutional amendments  
prohibiting same-sex marriage and or relationship recognition and minimal, if any,  
legal protections against discrimination based on sexual orientation, gender expression, and  
gender identity (ACLU, 2013). The impact of discriminatory policies and legislation is  
                                                          
38
 Fifty-five percent of Black alone or in combination who participated in the 2010 Census reside in the South, 18% 
reside in the Midwest, 17% in the Northeast, and 10% reside in the West (Rastogi, Johnson, Hoeffel, & Drewery, Jr., 
2011).  
39 Median household income in 2011 in the Northeast was $53,864, West $52,376, Midwest $48,722, and the South 
$46,899.   The percentage of people in poverty for 2011: Northeast 13.1, Midwest 14.0, West, 15.8 and the is South 
16.0.  There are more Blacks living in poverty compared to other racial/ethnic groups:  Black 27.6%, Hispanic (any 
race) 25.3%, White 12.8%, Asians 12.3%, White (not Hispanic) 9.8% (http://www.census.gov/prod/2012pubs/p60-
243.pdf). 
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applicable to all same-sex couples and families despite their race and ethnic identity.  However,  
given that the focus of this study is on African American/Black lesbian women, there is a need to  
be mindful of the existence of racial and gender based economic disparities (Women of Color  
Policy Network, 2011).  It would not be judicious to consider the impact of anti-gay legislation  
and constitutional amendments without considering the varied other factors that influence their 
daily life experiences (i.e., gender and economic based disparities, protection in the workplace, 
and public spaces).   
State and federal anti-gay legislation such as DOMA undermines economic stability and  
increases the likelihood of financial harm for same sex couples and their families. When  
governments fail to acknowledge the legitimacy of family units of same sex couples, particularly 
those with children, it denies or reduces benefits that are an integral part of family security 
(United States v. Windsor, 570 U.S. 12-307 (2013). The Opinion of the Court in its’ repeal of 
DOMA confirmed that the social, emotional and economic burdens resulting from anti-gay 
legislation (failure to recognize family status, lack of legal protections against discrimination in 
the workplace based on sexual orientation and gender identity, inability to take advantage of tax 
credits, inability to provide health care to family members) compromises the well-being of same-
sex couples, children, families and the communities in which they reside (Hartman, 1996).  
 A central issue of particular concern to lesbian and gay families is the definition of the  
family embedded in policy (Hartman, 1996). The definition of family is a crucial policy issue, as 
it defines which relationships are eligible for certain state and federal benefits based on whether  
their family structure falls under the purview of what is considered to be a “family” and which 
family structures are excluded from such. LGBT workers and their families face many inequities 
that could be addressed by amending laws and policies to more broadly define family (A Broken 
Bargain, 2013).  The lack of validation for and protection of gay and lesbian relationships affects 
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these families on a daily basis in ways that cannot be anticipated.  Hartman (1996), opined that  
this is true from the cradle to the grave, from custody issues for the co-parent when a lesbian  
couple has a child, to artificial insemination, and to issues surrounding burial rites.  Anti-gay 
legislation does not simply highlight a difference in beliefs regarding sexuality and marriage, it 
penalizes and discriminates against couples and families based on these differences in beliefs.   
Implications for Future Research in Couple and Family Therapy 
  Studies have found that African American lesbian women rank jobs/financial security, 
health care, education, marriage, and mental health as the top five issues that impact their lives 
(Battle et al., 2002; Ramsey, Hill, and Kellan, 2010). Therefore, research that explores the 
experiences of African American lesbian women across these areas from an intersectional 
perspective within socio-historical, sociocultural and sociopolitical contexts is warranted.  This 
research can be instructive to professionals within the field of Couple and Family Therapy with 
regard to the relational well-being of these family structures as well as assist them in the 
development and implementation of  culturally sensitive protocols in clinical and academic 
environments.  
The findings from this study suggests that research is needed to gain more insight into 
how the effects of intersecting hierarchical structures interact with the effects of anti-gay policies 
and legislation (i.e., unequal access to health care, denial of family and medical leave, denial of 
spousal retirement benefits, unequal family protections when a worker dies or is disabled, higher 
tax burdens for LGBT families, and the inability to sponsor families for immigration) in the lives 
of African American lesbian women. Many of the participants in this study indicated that the 
disparities they, and others within their communities, experienced as a result of racism, sexism, 
and classism far outweighed the disparities experienced as a result of anti-gay legislation. Similar 
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findings from a report conducted by the Human Rights Campaign Foundation identified the 
following.      
LGBT people of color view the world first from the point of view of race and gender.  Most feel 
there is as much racism and sexism among LGBT people as there is among non LGBT people, and 
racially motivated violence and discrimination are more prevalent than violence or prejudice based 
on sexual orientation.  …LGBT groups should recognize that for some, the desire to achieve racial 
equality is more important than the desire for marriage equality (Human Rights Campaign 
Foundation, 2009). 
While I accept that this is true for many, I also believe that there is more than one truth.  Failure 
to acknowledge and address the effects of anti-gay legislation that exist alongside disparities at 
the intersection of racism and sexism can exacerbate these conditions for African American 
lesbian women and other LGBTQ persons of color.  Therefore, it is important for researchers and 
social justice advocates to explore the confluence of intersectionality and anti-gay legislation 
while acknowledging that, for some, the effects of the phenomena will pale in comparison to their 
experiences at the intersections of race and gender. Although pale in comparison, there continues 
to be a need to explore how these disparities are impacted by anti-gay agendas for those African 
American lesbians who are differently marginalized.        
 Social justice. 
 Continued exploration of anti-gay agendas and the marriage equality movement is  
complementary to a social justice agenda for it can bring to the fore potential stabilizing and 
destabilizing effects of public policies and legislation on the well-being of these family systems 
(At the Intersection, 2009).  It could also illuminate the types of rituals, celebrations and stressors 
that are experienced by these families at various life cycle stages (marriage, childbirth, adoption). 
Such data could be instructive to the development of culturally sensitive public policies, research, 
and clinical protocols to identify, enhance, normalize, and support families at these different 
stages in life.     
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 Religion 
Research that explores the ways in which intersectionality influences the relationships 
between African American lesbian women and their families who have strong religious 
indoctrinations and/or relationships within Black religious communities could inform 
professionals within the field how these impasses are negotiated.  The church, “is as much a 
family and cultural institution as a religious one” particularly for those who were raised in 
religious households (At the Intersection, 2009, p. 26).  Religious attitudes were identified as a 
source of contention for many of the participants in this study.  The significance of religion in 
African American communities, and the conflicts within many Black church communities on 
marriage equality also warrants further exploration.   Such research could explore the effects on 
emotional and relational well-being when African American lesbian women no longer feel that 
Black religious communities are safe harbors.      
 This study was conducted in the interest of reducing the gap in the literature on African 
American lesbian women.  This study makes a contribution to the literature on this segment of the 
Black and LGBTQ communities.  However, more is needed to further reduce the gap within the 
field of Couple and Family therapy and to explore these family systems within sociopolitical and 
sociocultural frameworks.  According to Turner, Wieling, and Allen (2004),  
conducting culturally sensitive and responsive research in a multicultural context is a monumental  
undertaking. The layers of complexity are almost endless as one considers issues related to the  
intersections of race, culture, ethnicity and economics, as well as the host of potential factors  
influencing the research process.  Historical and political context…research bias, individual/ 
community bias, research focus…are only a few factors contributing to the complexity….[yet] it is  
imperative that sufficient effort be exerted toward a clarification and an appreciation of the function  
of race, ethnicity, and culture in problem occurrence, prevention and treatment (p. 258/260).   
 
Continued research would fulfill the mission of the American Association of Marriage and 
Family Therapist to provide services to all families regardless of their racial, gender, classed, or 
sexual identities.  It would also serve to advance the extant literature regarding the confluence of 
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intersecting hierarchical structures of oppression (i.e., racism, sexism, classism, and 
heterosexism) and anti-gay sentiment and legislation in the lives of African American lesbian  
women.  
 
Recommendations for Couple and Family Therapy 
  
Mindfulness of intersectionality, socio-historical, political, and cultural contexts speaks  
 
to an essential component in the findings as well as a central theme for the recommendations in  
 
future research and clinical implications.  Mindfulness, according to Nhat Hanh (1975) refers to  
 
“keeping one’s consciousness alive to the present reality” (p. 11).  Professionals within the field  
 
of Couple and Family Therapy as well as other helping professions are perhaps best able to assist  
 
those with whom they work when they are mindful of the multiple intersecting identities that  
 
influence their relationships with the “other” whomever the other may be.  
 
In the opinion of Tatum (2000), those who have identity statuses that are privileged  
 
within society may have difficulty understanding the perspectives of those who have identity  
 
statuses that are marginalized within society.  The same is applicable when speaking of those who  
 
have identity statuses that are marginalized in relation to those who have identity statuses that are  
 
privileged.  Each of us have parts of ourselves that are marginalized and privileged when  
 
considering differences across  racial/ethnic identity, gender, sexual identity or class.  If/when we  
 
are able to attend to those parts of ourselves that are marginalized when relating to those who are  
 
marginalized in society or attend to our those parts of ourselves that are privileged when relating  
 
to those who are privileged in society, perhaps our similarities can provide opportunities to  
 
explore and appreciate our differences. These are opportune moments during which we are  
 
challenged to consider our own intersecting identities in relation to those of another. For purposes  
 
of this writing, it is recommended that professionals are mindful of the multiple intersecting  
 
identity statuses that influences how one’s emotional and relational well-being may be effected  
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by anti-gay discourse and legislation. 
 
Collins (1998) opined that “cultural values have long been emphasized as central to  
 
understanding Black family organization instead of economic and political phenomena, such  
as…governmental policies” (p. 28). In this study I utilized an intersectional framework to explore 
the effects of anti-gay discourses, legislation and constitutional amendments on the emotional and 
relational well-being of African American lesbian women and their families.  Unfortunately,  
socioeconomic status was not explored in this study nor was it determined to have been a major 
factor in the lives of the participants with regard to the researched phenomena.  However, it has 
been identified as a major factor that may create a disproportionate effect of anti-gay legislative 
agendas in the lives of some African American lesbian women.     
I sat with the idea that those most likely to be disproportionately affected by the  
 
researched phenomena, based on socioeconomic status, were not represented in this study.  I  
 
thought of the potential barriers that may impede their participation in studies like this or how  the  
 
findings might be different?  I am of the belief that all African American lesbian women, couples  
 
and families are challenged by cultural barriers; however, the challenges that those at the lower  
 
end of the socioeconomic scale encounter may be more detrimental to their daily level of  
 
functioning. In other words, the effect of anti-gay discourse, policies and legislation on their  
 
emotional and relational well-being may be qualitatively different based on the following factors.   
1) the relationships (e.g., in the family, workplace, community, society) of African 
American lesbian women who are located at the lower end of the socioeconomic scale are more  
 
vulnerable due to the imbalance of power and the likelihood of dependency on those  
 
relationships. 
2) The social support networks that are readily available to heterosexuals, buffering the  
deleterious effects of racism and sexism are equally important in the lives of African Americans  
 
lesbians but may not be available  if they do not conform to gender role expectations or their  
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relationship is openly acknowledged (Bowleg et al., 2004; Greene, 2000). As such when one is  
 
experiencing economic instability they may be reluctant to openly embrace their sexual identities  
 
due to concerns of jeopardizing these support networks.   
 
3) The issue of tolerance and/or acceptance of sexual minorities within African  
 
American families and communities, as identified in chapter two, must also be given  
 
consideration as it influences the degree to which one’s social supports are loving and supportive,  
 
harsh and rejecting, or somewhere in between (Greene, 2008).  Tolerance should not be equated  
 
with approval because what appears to be approval may instead be tolerance based upon the  
 
lesbian’s silence (Green & Boyd-Franklin, 1996).  A potential threat to the supportive networks in  
 
the lives of this segment of the population may  result in a more intense form of internalizing of  
 
racism, sexism, and homophobia “leading to self-doubt or, in its extreme form, self-hate” (Tatum,  
 
2000, p. 13)  
 
Thus, there is a need to be mindful of a more detrimental impact on the emotional and  
 
relational well-being of some African American lesbian women due to race and gender based  
 
economic disparities that intersect with the effects of anti-gay agendas. Attention to the  
 
socioeconomic status at the intersection of race, gender, and sexuality can be instructive in  
 
understanding the barriers that may prevent some women from participating in studies that  
 
explore the effects of anti-gay agendas, strategies for recruiting research participants as well as  
 
inform the analysis of data when they do participate in such studies.    
 
 The current gap in the literature suggests that the development and application of  
 
culturally sensitive protocols may be compromised within the field of couple and family therapy  
 
due to: 1) the limited accessibility of literature that specifically explores and addresses the  
 
emotional and relational well-being of African American lesbian couples and their families; 2) It  
 
may also be compromised when hierarchical structures and the subsequent array of multiple   
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intersecting and marginalized identities are not central foci when exploring the relationships  
 
between the helping professional and the individual that they are collaborating with in the therapy  
 
room, classroom, or in the field; 3) Finally, the findings in the current study suggest that African  
 
American lesbian women are resilient and resourceful even in the midst of social, cultural, and  
 
political environments that are at best unwelcoming and at worst hostile and dehumanizing. Thus,  
 
it is important to identify and incorporate a strengths based perspective particularly when seeking  
 
to understand issues that may compromise their social, emotional, psychological, and relational  
 
well-being. The following are recommended.          
1. Recommend that professionals are attentive to how the emotional and relational well-being of 
African American lesbian women are impacted by hierarchical structures (i.e., racism, sexism, 
heterosexism, and classism) embedded within socio-historical, sociocultural and sociopolitical 
contexts. How is their emotional and relational well-being impacted when these structures are 
internalized? 
 
2. Recommend that professionals are cognizant of how different compositions of intersectionality 
within a couple relationship can affect the quality of relationships between the partners and/or 
their families of origin.  How do these dynamics influence their experience and response to public 
policies that deny them the right to civil marriage, relationship recognition, and/or legal 
protections in the home, workplace, and community?     
3. Recommend that professionals are cognizant of how the effects of multiple intersecting and 
marginalized social identities, in the lives of African American lesbian women, are variously 
impacted by the anti-gay agendas and marriage equality campaigns.  How might the effects of 
such be different when one has a “masculine” or “androgynous” gender expression? How might 
the effects be different when one has a bi-ethnic or bi-racial identity status or a lower 
socioeconomic status?    
4. Recommend that professionals are attentive to how an African American lesbians’ religious 
experience and/or relationships within religious communities are accepted and affirmed by Black 
organized religious communities.  How are they affected by anti-gay sentiments endorsed  by 
religious clerics and their affiliated religious communities? How do these relational experiences 
effect the emotional and relational well-being of African American lesbian women?   
 
5. Recommend that professionals are attentive to the impact on emotional and relational well-being, 
in the lives of African American lesbians, when there are no legal protections against 
discrimination based on sexual orientation, sexual identity, and gender expression in the 
workplace and public accommodations.  How does this affect the stability and integrity of the 
couple and family units?     
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6. Recommended that professionals, as social justice advocates, are at least knowledgeable of 
LGBTQ civil rights organizations that promote the emotional and relational well-being of LGBTQ 
individuals, promote the health and well-being of families, and promote public policies that 
support the same.       
7. Recommend that clinicians are cognizant of the complex web of legal and financial vulnerabilities 
that result from anti-gay policies and legislation, particularly given  racial and gender based social 
and economic disparities.  When appropriate, it is recommended that professionals encourage 
couples to meet with attorneys, financial planners, law clinics or LGBTQ civil rights organizations 
who are sensitive to and knowledgeable about these issues (e.g., living wills, health care powers of 
attorney, body disposition forms).  Uncertainty and a lack of clarity in these areas can lead to 
tension in the couple’s relationship (Hartmann, 1996).  
8. It is important for clinicians to be aware of how some African American lesbian couples collude in 
the denial of their intimate lesbian relationships either by keeping their sexual orientation a secret 
or never fully coming out to their families (Greene & Boyd-Franklin, 1996). How might the 
increased visibility of gays and lesbians in the media, national public debates on marriage equality  
effect the dynamic in the coupled relationships as well as with the extended family and support 
systems?   
9. Recommend that clinicians are mindful of various reactions that African American lesbian couples 
may experience in response to disclosures of their sexual identity.  It is strongly recommended that 
clinicians  explore the range of potential reactions with clients who may be eager to share this part 
of themselves with family and friends - ready to embrace their sexual orientation or identity yet 
not prepared for the family’s response (Greene & Boyd-Franklin, 1996).  This current social and 
political environment where same-sex couples are living “out loud” or out of the proverbial closet 
may create tensions in the couples’ relationship as well as extended family.  Greene and Boyd-
Franklin (1996) recommend that clinicians employ an educational strategy to remind clients of 
their own processes of coming out and that their families may not be able to immediately meet 
them where they are (Greene & Boyd-Franklin, 1996). For instance, clinicians may want to start 
by asking clients to share their own experiences of embracing their sexual orientation or identity. 
For some the process may have been more difficult than for others but even if it was just a 
moment during which they doubted, struggled, or were fearful of what might have come next, this 
could help them to be more present with the experience of wanting to disclose and more realistic 
of how others might be challenged.      
10. Recommend that clinicians are mindful of the complexities that may emerge in interracial 
relationships where one of the partners is African American and the other partner is not. How 
might the current social and political discourses on marriage equality ignite racially based 
stereotypes and internalized racism?  How might this impact the relationship between the couple 
and their support systems?  In the opinion of Greene & Boyd-Franklin (1996), the partner of the 
African American lesbian can become the target of the family’s anger. How might  partners in 
interracial coupled relationships be challenged as a result of cultural differences based on a racial 
construct?  It will be important for the clinician to assist both partners with exploring challenges,  
finding ways to do their individual work while remaining supportive and connected to one another  
(Greene & Boyd-Franklin, 1996). It will be important to contextualize the challenges that the 
couple are encountering within a social, historical, and cultural framework. The current 
social/political discourse may change the dynamics in the relationship and intensify a focus on 
race and racism as well as heterosexism, and class.  The partners may be challenged in ways that 
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they had not been previously as same-sex relationships become a more public and politicized 
phenomena. The partners may need help defining or redefining the family unit and defining 
appropriate boundaries between their family and the extended family.  Intersectionality takes on 
new meaning in interracial relationships, particularly, if the couple and/or their extended family 
members are struggling with internalized “isms.”   
    There are a host of issues that may arise as a result of social and political changes  
surrounding marriage equality.  How does the increased visibility of LGBTQ individuals and  
families in the media and public effect the emotional and relational well-being of a couple when  
they have always been closeted?  Do they feel a pull to come out of the closet or do they choose  
to stay in the closet? Does the public attention create tension between the partners?  How does the  
couple relate to one another when one of them begins to challenge their  internalized  
homophobia?  How do social and political changes influence our language and how we refer to  
one another as families are joined together in marriage or public commitment ceremonies.  These  
are complex issues that can challenge the emotional and relational well-being of couples and  
families. There is a need for clinicians to be  mindful of the complexities that exist at these  
junctures and to assist clients with identifying, contextualizing and working through the impacts  
these challenges may have on individual partners as well as on the couple’s relationship and their  
relationships with extended family and friends.        
 The implications and recommendations are supported by the theoretical perspectives that 
framed this study.  A systemic perspective illumined the reciprocal nature of relationships that 
exist within and across varied contexts as we engage in relationships at the individual, family and 
community levels (work, friends, and religious organizations), as well as the societal level 
(cultural, political, economic). Yet, the reciprocal nature of relationships does not equate, by any 
means, to equality or a balance of power within these relationships. This is an important aspect of 
a systems orientation because it illumines areas where a balance of power may exist and more 
importantly where it does not.  It is at the juncture of such imbalances that the health of 
relationships are often compromised and where there exist opportunities for change.   
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Critical Race Theory with an emphasis on intersectionality also supports the implications 
and recommendations identified above.  As social justice advocates there is a need to examine 
public policies and laws that support oppressive hierarchies that may compromise the emotional 
and relational well-being of this study’s participants.  Critical race theorists, according to 
Crenshaw et al. (1995), organizes against hierarchical structures and simultaneously recognizes 
the importance of the law, historical and cultural context when considering political interventions.  
Professionals within the field of couple and family therapy can engage in a transformative, social 
justice approach
40
 to treatment, scholarship, and research by acknowledging gender, race, class, 
and sexual orientation as significant locations where power is hierarchically structured in couples, 
familial, social relationships.  Professionals can also assist individuals, couples, and families by 
identifying and advocating for change in public policies that maintain such power in place.   
The implications and recommendations are supported by social constructionism. This  
theoretical perspective suggest that: 1) meanings are multidimensional; 2) meanings or 
interpretations are shaped by social, political and cultural contexts; 3) there are no true or valid 
interpretations; instead, liberating interpretations that are juxtaposed to interpretations that 
oppress; and 4) interpretations may be fulfilling and rewarding-in contrast to interpretations that 
impoverish human existence and stunt human growth (Crotty, 1998 p. 47).  
 Continued research that centers the voices and life experiences of this segment of the 
population is warranted if: 1) there is a commitment to working with couples and families, 
regardless of race, gender, class, sexual orientation, age, and ability; 2) if there is a commitment 
to the provision of culturally sensitive services; 3) if the gap in scholarly literature that focuses on 
                                                          
40
 “Transformative, social justice approaches not only acknowledge gender, race, culture, sexual orientation, and class 
as matters of significance, but also address the varying histories around issues of power, privilege, and oppression that 
accompany these factors….Transformative family therapy moves the focus away from simply searching for problems 
(or solutions) or navigating adaption to existing systems.  It includes a search for reciprocity and resilience and a 
demand for change in the current economic, social, and political structures” (Almeida et al., 2008, p. 14).    
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the lives of African American lesbian women is to be reduced; and 4) if there is a commitment to 
recognizing the relationship between social justice and healthy families and communities.     
Limitations Of The Study 
There were a few limitations of the study.  The first limitation pertained to the higher 
levels of education and income for the participants in this study. While the higher levels of 
education and income does not result in “no” effect in the lives of these participants, the 
individuals who have been identified as most at risk are those who have considerably lower 
household incomes and perhaps lower educational levels (Dang and Frazer, 2004). Thus, the 
findings are limited in terms of understanding how those who are most at risk will be affected by 
anti-gay discourses, policies, legislation, and constitutional amendments.   
Another limitation of the study was the size of the sample.  While, I believe the size of 
the sample allowed me to broaden my perspective and assessment on the effects of the 
phenomena in the lives of the participants, sample sizes in phenomenological studies tend to be 
much smaller due to the large amount of data collected. Interviewing such a large number of 
participants in a short span of time may have belabored the data analysis process.  Although the 
range of experiences across different geographic locations provided a wealth of knowledge, it is 
possible that “thicker descriptions” could have been acquired with a smaller and more selective 
sample of African American lesbian women.       
Finally, working from an intersectional perspective was rather challenging, particularly as 
a novice researcher.   My limited experience as a researcher, particularly from an intersectional 
perspective, challenged my ability to allow the information to unfold naturally instead of 
searching for the intersections or the manifestations of such.  The process may have also been 
complicated by the similarities between the participant’s intersecting identities and my own.  In 
spite of my experience as a novice researcher, it seems that regardless of one’s skill level an 
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intersectional framework is in and of itself an arduous task because: 1) there is a need to be 
attentive to the diverse intersections of identities as experienced by the individual; 2) there is a 
further need to be attentive to how it impacts their relationships with self, family, and community;  
3) More importantly, the greatest challenge was being ever mindful of the fact that social identity 
statuses  are rooted in  hierarchical structures of racism, sexism, classism, and heterosexism that 
were socially constructed to create a privileged or marginalized statuses based on one’s skin 
color, biological sex, gender expression, socioeconomic status, and sexual identity. Therefore, it 
seems to me that an intersectional framework is challenging, regardless of skill level, because it 
calls upon one to move beyond merely acknowledging categories of social identities towards  
acknowledging how the meanings attached to those identities influences our lives, influences the 
lives of others and influences the relationships between us.    
In spite of these limitations, it is my belief that the findings of this study provide valuable 
data on the resiliency and resourcefulness of African American lesbian women in the midst of the 
marriage equality movement.  It provides data on the saliency of intersecting racial and gender 
based social and economic disparities when considered in relation to the effects of anti-gay 
discourses, legislation, and constitutional amendments on marriage.  Finally, it provides data on 
family systems in an area where a gap previously existed in scholarly literature.   
Conclusion 
 
For the participants in this study marriage equality was considered to be important from 
the perspective of gaining equal rights and legal protections; however, many of them did not 
believe that the marriage equality movement was about making a difference in their daily lives as 
African American lesbian women. Several participants shared that they never viewed the 
marriage equality movement as their movement.  It was based on the agendas of White gay men.  
For many years, the movement did not include the voices and faces of African American LGBT 
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people nor did it include the issues that were pertinent in their everyday lives.  Participants shared 
how they simply did not feel connected to the movement. This sense of connection extended 
beyond the individual to their respective communities for the significance of the phenomena was 
most often considered in relation to the larger African American community.  For example, it was 
not unusual to hear participants speak of concern for others within their communities who were 
challenged by limited rights and resources (i.e., same-sex marriage for transgendered individuals, 
homelessness among LGBT youth, and a lack of employment opportunities, affordable housing, 
substandard academic programs and facilities).  
Advocating for marriage equality was a good thing but what about “those who had the 
fewest resources and the least opportunity” (Giddings, 1984, p 97). One participant shared that 
she thought it would be selfish of her to push the marriage equality agenda when there were so 
many other issues within Black communities that affected the well-being of African Americans 
families that were not getting addressed. The idea that I am my sister’s (brother’s) keeper was 
heard over and over again. This made sense to me!  It was a lesson that I too learned as an 
African American.  Yet I found myself wondering if they were prioritizing one part of their 
intersecting and marginalized identities over another, or if taking care of others had to be at the 
expense of taking care of one’s self.  In fact, I asked this of some of the participants because I 
wanted to be sure that I understood what they were stating.  Their responses illumined the reality 
of having privileged/ marginalized statuses that co-exist for some and the reality of navigating 
multiple intersecting and marginalized identities for others.  One asked, “how many boycotts 
must I participant in;” another stated that this was simply not a fight that she wanted to participant 
in because she was making her contribution to the community in other ways, and for others it was 
as simple as having limited time and resources, particularly when the primary concerns of so 
many around them were putting food on the table, employment, education, and housing.   
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It was important for national Black civil rights organizations to accept that African 
American LGBTQ individuals and families were part of the larger African American community. 
It was equally important for national LGBTQ civil rights organizations to recognize a 
marginalized sexual orientation was not the only issue nor the primary issue that African 
American LGBTQ individuals and families were contending with for the racial and gendered 
based social and economic disparities rendered the effects of marriage inequality of least 
importance.  Therefore, it became necessary for Black civil rights organizations to: 1) recognize 
that racial and gendered based social and economic disparities would be exacerbated for certain 
members of the Black community as a result of anti-gay agendas; 2) It was important for LGBTQ 
civil rights organizations to acknowledge and incorporate the existence of social and economic 
disparities and address how they would be exacerbated for LGBTQ persons of color, particularly 
African Americans,  by anti-gay agendas.  These issues were brought to the fore by 
the National Black Justice Coalition who effectively and strategically established alliances 
between themselves, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, and the 
Human Rights Campaigns.  The result of these collaborative efforts was a more inclusive agenda 
for the marriage equality movement.  This resulted in the inclusion of those voices and faces that 
had previously been relegated to the periphery and an intersectional perspective on anti-gay 
policies, legislation and constitutional amendments.   
 Generally speaking, the participants indicated that their intersecting and marginalized  
identity statuses, as African American women, were more significant to their daily life  
experiences than was the effect of the phenomena in their lives as African American lesbian  
women. Many stated that they were more likely to experience discrimination based on their  
intersecting racial and gendered identities than they were to experience it based intersecting 
racial, gendered, and sexual identity statuses.  For example, the participant’s whose gender 
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expression was “feminine”  indicated that their sexual identity was unknown unless they revealed 
it.  Therefore, they were less likely to have direct experiences of sexual prejudice or heterosexism 
yet because of the way in which society marginalizes their racial and gender identities and 
because these parts of their identity are always visible, they were much more likely to experience 
racism and sexism. The same held true for those whose gender expression was “masculine” or 
“androgynous;” their experiences were further complicated due to gender scripts or stereotypes 
about how a woman should look and behave.  
In the final analysis, the participants in this study were effected by anti-gay agendas 
because they were variously denied equal rights and legal protections in a similar way to other 
LGBTQ individuals regardless of their racial and gender identity.  However, they did not feel 
affected by anti-gay discourses, legislation, or marriage amendment campaigns unless: 1) there 
was an active marriage amendment campaign in their states of residence;  2) they were in a 
legally recognized union yet denied full state and federal recognition, and benefits that are 
granted to different-sex married couples; or 3) they considered themselves to be married yet were 
denied the right to extend benefits, such as healthcare insurance, to their spouses.    
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                APPENDIX A: DEMOGRAPHIC DATA SHEET 
 
Date: ______________ Interview # _________________ 
 
1. First name only: _______________________________________________ 
2. Pseudonym: _________________________________________________________ 
3. What is your age?       What year were you born?   
4. What state do you live in? ________________   
5. How do you identify yourself racially and/or ethnically? (please select one) 
□  Black  □ African American   □  Other 
□  Hispanic/Latina/Spanish origin (please specify)  
□ Two or more racial identities/ethnicity (Please identify)  
7.   How do you identify your sexual orientation? (please select one) 
□  lesbian □  same gender loving □  gay □ bisexual □ Heterosexual 
□ Other (please identify)  □  None  
8.    What is your current relationship status? (Please check appropriate box and circle which 
same or opposite sex) 
□  Single □  Dating (same sex or opposite sex)  □  In a committed relationship 
(same sex or opposite sex) □ Civil Union     □  Married (same or  
opposite sex)  □ Separated (Same sex or opposite sex)     □ Divorced (same sex 
or opposite sex)      □ Never Married   □  Widowed (same sex or opposite sex) 
9.  If you have children, what is the relationship to the first partner and how many do   
      you have? 
□  Biological child  ______ □  Foster child _______ □ Grandchildren __             
□ Niece/Nephew ____  □ Other relative __________ 
 □  Adoptive child ________ □  Co-parent/stepparent (partner’s child)  _______ 
10. Do your children reside with you? (yes or no) ________ 
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 11.  Age of your child or children? ____________________________ 
 12.  How many years of school have you completed? 
□  8 years or less (no high school) □  GED        □  College degree   
□  Some high school  □  Vocational training  □  Some college 
□  Graduated from high school □  College graduate (2 or 4 yrs.)    
□  Graduate/professional degree(please specify)  
  15.  Are you a student or employed? 
□  student □  employed full time □ employed part time □ in the military 
□  on disability □  retired       □ self-employed     □  unemployed             
□  on public assistance 
16. What is your current occupation? (please check box and identify occupation) 
        □  Professional (e.g. doctor, lawyer, educator, etc.) ______________  
  □  Sales  _______     □  Clerical         □  Culture/Arts 
  □ Manager/Administrator (Office, retail, etc.) ________________    
  □  Service sector (e.g. food, transportation, hospitality, etc.)  ____________        
        □  Other ___________ □  Government sector         □ Private Sector  
  17.  Do you have health insurance or benefits? 
       □  through your employment  □  Medicaid or Medicare       □  Military 
       □ through partner/spouse employment         □  pay for own health insurance  
□ None □ other ___________   
  18.  Annual Household income for 2011? 
 □  Up to $9,999     □ $60,000-$69,999  
 □ $10,000-$19,9999           □       $70,000-$79,999 
 □ $20,000-$39,999               □       $80,000-$89,999 
 □          $40,000-$49,999    □       $90,000-$99,999 
      □           $50,000-$59,999    □       $100,000 or more       
    
Sources: Battle et al., (2000); Dang & Frazer (2000); Humes, Jones, & Ramirez (2011) 
McKinnon (2001). 
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                   APPENDIX B: TELEPHONE SCREENING 
 
 
 
Date: _________________________ 
Start Time: ____________________ 
End Time: _____________________ 
Couple #: ______________________ 
Last Names: ____________________ 
 
Hi, my name is Valerie and I am working towards my doctorate degree in the Couple and Family 
Therapy Program at Drexel University.  I am a Black lesbian and am in a 13 year committed 
relationship with my wife.  We are in a civil union and were married in 2010. 
 
There have been numerous studies conducted on LGB individuals, couples, and their families 
about the effects of anti-gay coverage in the media on same-sex marriage and marriage 
amendments to prevent lesbians and gay from legalizing their relationships.  Unfortunately, these 
studies have a very low representation of African American or Black lesbian women and their 
families.   
 
I think it is important that our stories are told and that we are the ones to tell our stories and I 
looking for African American lesbian couples who are willing to be interviewed and share their 
thoughts, feelings, and experiences on how they are being effected by pro/anti-gay campaigns for 
same-sex marriage and constitutional amendments to limit marriage to one woman and one man.   
 
Any questions so far? 
 
Before proceeding, I do want to inform you that while there are no anticipated serious risks or 
discomforts to you as a participant in this study, it is important that I inform you of the potential 
risk of emotional discomfort as you begin to share your experiences.  Therefore, if you have any 
physical, mental, or emotional concerns that may be compromised as a result of discussing these 
issues, I would appreciate if you declined to participate in the study. As significant as your 
contribution can be to this study, it is more important that you protect your health and welfare.   
 
Based on the above, are you willing and able to participate in this study?                                                                                                                                                               
 
A NO Response 
 
Well, thank you for your time.  Before we hang up, if you are comfortable in sharing, would you 
mind telling me why you would not be interested or feel comfortable?  
Do I have your permission to include this in the write up of my data, of course, anonymously?  
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Okay, thank again and have a great day!  If you should and/or your partner should change your 
mind, feel free to contact me and if I am still seeking participants, I will be happy to include you. 
 
A YES Response 
 
Great, so I will continue by asking a few question to make sure that you meet the basic 
requirements for the study.  Let me know when you are ready?   
 
Many LGBTQ individuals are impacted by public or private conversations around same sex 
marriage, marriage equality, or marriage amendments that either extend rights of lesbian couples 
to legalize their relationships or take away their right to legalize their relationship. 
 
I am interested in how it is affecting you in your relationship, affecting the way your feel about 
yourself, affecting your religious beliefs or relationship with a church community, your 
relationship with others, e.g., family members, friends, co-workers, strangers, your state or 
federal government, being out, and whether or not it affects the way you feel about seeking health 
care (physical or emotional)?   
 
1. Are you at least 18 years old?  ___________ 
2. Are you in a committed relationship with a same-sex partner who is at least 18 years of 
age? (yes or no) ________ 
3. Do you identify as an African American who was born and raised in this country? (yes or 
no) _______ 
4. To the best of your knowledge, are you and parents and grandparents descendants of 
Africans who were enslaved in the United States during slavery? (yes or no) __________ 
Okay, great! So it is important that you know that you have the right to withdraw from the study 
at any time – for any reason.   
 
When I come out to meet with you and your partner, I will again explain the purpose of the study, 
the rules on confidentiality, and your right to withdraw from the study.  I will obtain your 
signature for consent to participate, withdraw, and the confidentiality statement.  I will also ask 
you to fill out a brief questionnaire and once we’re all settled down, I will begin the interview 
which should last about 45 min – 60 min or 2 hours for group interviews.    
Any questions? 
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I will provide you with a questionnaire that will ask, “What is your experience (thoughts or 
feelings) as an African American lesbian woman and couple when you hear public or private 
conversations, read or see coverage on same-sex marriage or constitutional amendments to limit 
the rights of lesbian and gay people to get married?  I will also ask questions about the effects on 
your relationships with others: family members, co-workers, church community, gay friends, 
straight friends, the state and federal government, etc.  
Any questions? 
The tape recorder and/or video recorder will be turned on once the interview begins. There are no 
right or wrong answer.  I just want to hear what your experiences are.  I may ask additional 
questions for clarification but that will be it.  
At the end of the session, I will have a few more general questions on how you felt about the 
interview and that will be it.   
Any questions? 
I really appreciate your willingness to take time out to participate.  Can we schedule a day and 
time to meet? 
What are good days and times for us to meet and would you prefer to meet in your home or at a 
public location?    
Date: ____________ Location ______________ Time _______________ 
Contact phone number _________________ 
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  APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL  
 
Numerous studies have explored how people who identify as LGBTQ and their families 
are being effected by public and private conversations on same-sex marriage and constitutional 
amendments.  However, these studies have had low rates of African American lesbian women 
who participated.  As a result, there is limited first-hand information available that could be 
helpful to clinicians or policy makers who work with African American lesbian women and their 
families or who are involved in the development of programs to service African American 
lesbians.  So I am interested in addressing this issue by speaking with African American lesbians 
about their personal experiences.   
As African American lesbians we have multiple intersecting identities, that are often 
times marginalized within society, and based on our race, gender, sexuality, and class among 
other things.  Although many of us survive and thrive others are just trying to survive.  Laws that 
prevent us from marrying our partners because of our sexual orientation prevent us from 
accessing benefits and legal protections that opposite-sex couples automatically get when they 
marry.  While there are some Americans, including African Americans, who are in support of 
same-sex marriage, there are others who are not in support (Battle et al., 2000).  Nevertheless, we 
need opportunities to exercise our voices and to tell our stories so that professionals (medical, 
mental health, public health, health insurance carriers, policy makers, courts, politicians) can hear 
our voices and address the needs and priorities that are based on our lived experiences, as we 
identify them.   I am interested in hearing how you, as a Black lesbian woman with multiple 
intersecting identities, are being effected and how it is affecting your relationships with others.   
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Main Question: As an African American lesbian woman, how is your life effected by public and 
private conversations on same-sex marriage, laws that allow a form of legalization for some 
same-sex couples while disallowing the same for others, and marriage campaigns that seek to 
and, in effect, limit the rights of same-sex couples (i.e., how do these issues cause you to feel 
and/or think about your sexual orientation and how do they affect your relationships with others)? 
I am interested in hearing anything you have to share that relates to same-sex marriage or 
constitutional amendments restricting marriage to that between a man and a woman.            
Personal Experiences/Beliefs 
- Have these initiatives or movements affected you in any way? If so, how? 
- Do these initiatives or movements affect the way you feel about yourself? If so, how? 
- Have these initiatives or movements affected your religious beliefs? If so, how? 
Relationships with Others  
- Have these initiatives or movements affected your relationships with others at 
work/school? If so, how? 
- Have these initiatives or movements affected your relationships with others in your 
family? If so, how? 
- Have these initiatives or movements affected your relationships with heterosexual friends 
in your social life? If so, how? 
- Have these initiatives or movements affected your relationships with LGBT friends or 
with the LGBT community? If so, how? 
- Have these initiatives or movements affected your relationships with one another? If so, 
how? 
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                      APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL (p3) 
- Have these initiatives or movements affected your relationship with your religious 
community? 
Environment 
- Have these initiatives or movements affected the way you feel when you are among 
strangers or casual acquaintances? If so, how? 
- Have these initiatives or movements affected the way you feel about your city, state, or 
country?  If so, how? 
- Have these initiatives or movements affected you feel about being ‘out’ as an African 
American lesbian couple? If so, how? 
- Have these initiatives or movements affected the way you feel when you seek medical or 
mental health care? If so, how?  
Credibility Questions 
 
- Is there anything else that we haven’t discussed that you feel is relevant to your 
experience of these initiative or movements? If so, can you describe it now? 
 
- Do you have any other feedback for me regarding this interview process that interfered 
with your ability to describe any part of your experience?   
 
- If you were going to summarize in a sentence or two what it is like to be an African 
American lesbian person with these initiatives and movements going on, what would you 
say? 
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APPENDIX D: LETTER TO ORGANIZATIONS 
 
Valerie M. Newman 
4646 Roosevelt Ave 
Pennsauken, NJ  08109 
 
Elements Organization 
Attn:  Adrienne Williams 
P.O. Box 36791 
Phila, PA 19107 
 
Dear Ms. Williams: 
I am forwarding this letter to inform you of my research proposal and to formally request 
your support in recruiting African American lesbian women for participation in this study.  The 
purpose of this research is to explore the effects of marriage amendment campaigns and marriage 
amendments on the emotional well-being (i.e., how they feel about themselves during these 
campaigns or discussions) and relational well-being (how their relationships are affected by the 
same).  This study will be conducted, upon approval from Drexel University, to satisfy a 
requirement for completion of my Ph.D. at Drexel University in the Couple and Family Therapy 
program. Additionally, the successful completion of this study will make a much needed 
contribution to scholarly literature on African American lesbian women.   
Why this research - Researchers have found that marriage amendment campaigns and 
legislation have had both a positive and negative effect on the well-being of lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgendered, and queer (LGBTQ) individuals and their heterosexual family members.   
However, studies of this kind have had a limited focus on LGBTQ persons of color.  This has 
resulted in a gap within scholarly literature regarding the effects of these campaigns and 
legislation in the lives of LGBTQ persons of color, particularly African American lesbian 
women.  Research that amplifies the voices, visibility, and experiences of African American 
lesbians is warranted.   
Such research could work in the interest of  
1) identifying the issues that African American lesbian women deem to be important in 
their daily lives relative to marriage equality, 
2) better ensure that these issues, as defined by the women themselves, are centered in 
advocacy for marriage equality,  
3) strengthen opportunities to provide clinical services, research, and academic 
instruction that are culturally relevant, and 
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4) address the gap in the Couple and Family Therapy literature on African American 
lesbian  
women within a context of marriage equality.   
How you can assist:  Your assistance is needed to identify 2-3 African American lesbian couples 
who have legalized their relationship, who have intentionally chosen not to legalize their 
relationship, and/or have a desire to legalize their committed relationships but cannot as a result 
of the laws within their state.  
Eligibility:  The eligibility requirements for participants are as follows:  
- 25 years of age or older 
- Experience with the effects of marriage equality discourses and marriage amendment 
campaigns. It is important that the prospective participants have personal experience 
that they can speak about during the interview that will shed light on how they have 
been affected by pro/anti-gay discourses and legislation as an individual, as a partner, 
as a member of their family, and community (residential, religious, and work).    
- English speaking 
- Identify as Black or African American (descendant of enslaved Africans in North 
America/born and raised in North America),  
- Identify as lesbian or same-sex oriented. 
The identities of participants will be confidential.  Participation is voluntary and participants can 
withdraw from the study at any time before, during, or after the interview.  Participants will not 
be paid for their participation in this study; however, their names will be entered into a raffle for a 
$25.00 gift card once all interviews have been conducted.  Upon final authorization from Drexel 
University to conduct this study, I will begin the interview process.  My goal is to conduct as 
many interviews as possible by the end of the year.  Your assistance with recruiting participants is 
needed and will be much appreciated.     
The Process:  Once I am contacted by prospective participants, I will conduct an initial, 
telephonic, interview.  Telephonic interviews will be conducted to discuss the purpose of the 
study, ensure that the women meet requirements for eligibility, and to ensure that they understand 
their rights to voluntarily participate and to withdraw at any time before, during, or after the 
interview. If they agree to participate in the study, an appointment will be scheduled for the 
interview. During the interview, the purpose of the study will again be reviewed, confidentiality, 
voluntary participation, and the right to withdraw will be discussed and required signatures will 
be requested at that time.  Once signatures are obtained, the interviews will begin. 
The interviews will be audiotaped and videotaped.  They are expected to be approximately 1 - 
1/12 hours. Once the interviews have been transcribed and analyzed, an overview of the interview 
will be provided to the participants for their review and clarification on their positions. The 
participant will be asked to identify areas of agreement or disagreement.  This part of the process 
is also voluntary. A stamp and self-addressed envelope will be provided for them to return any 
comments.           
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There are no direct benefits from participating in this research.  Yet it is hoped that by openly 
discussing their lives in such an intentional fashion that the participants will experience a greater 
level of conscious awareness and a stronger sense of pride in themselves as African American 
lesbian women. Finally, it is hoped that the participants will experience their sharing as making a 
contribution to a greater cause, i.e., a cause that increases the voices and visibility of African 
American lesbian women and their families in scholarly literature.       
Thank you in advance for your time.  I can be reached by phone at (856) 952-2688 or by 
email at vmargaretnewman@gmail.com.  I look forward to hearing from you.     
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APPENDIX E:  ADVERTISMENT   
 
 
 
AFRICAN AMERICAN LESBIAN WOMEN 
 
 
YOUR VOICE COUNTS 
 
Be a part of the conversation! 
 
Research Participants needed. 
 
Come share your thoughts and feelings on how anti-gay 
discourses in the media and marriage amendments are 
effecting you and your relationships.   
 
Let's Talk about it!  
 
If you are interested – contact 
Valerie 856-952-2688 
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VITA 
 
Valerie M. Newman-Freeman PH.D., LCSW  
 
 
EDUCATION 
Sept 79-May 82 Pierce Jr. College, Phila, PA - Associate of Science 
Jan 96-May 98 Rutgers University, Camden, NJ - Bachelor of Science 
May 98-May 99 Rutgers University, New Brunswick, NJ –  
Master of Social Work 
Sept 05-Dec 13 Drexel University, Phila, PA   
 Ph.D., Couple and Family Therapy 
 Defended November 08, 2013 
 
POST GRADUATE STUDIES 
Oct 00-Oct 02 Multi-Cultural Family Institute, Metuchen, NJ 
 Certificate program in Family Therapy 
Oct 01-Sept 02 New Jersey Child Sexual Abuse Training Institute 
 Certificate program in sexual abuse 
July 2005 NJ and PA Board of Social Workers 
 Certificate in Clinical Supervision 
 
LICENSURE  
 LCSW in PA and LCSW in NJ 
    
PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS 
 National Association of Social Workers 
 Alpha Delta Mu National Social Work Honor Society 
 Co-President of the Undergraduate Social Work Organization 
 
ACADEMIC EXPERIENCE   
Spring 2008 Rutgers University, School of Social Work, Intensive Weekend Program, 
Cherry Hill, NJ, Guest Speaker, Diversity and Oppression 
Spring 2009 Rutgers University, School of Social Work, Camden, NJ 
 Adjunct Professor, Violence and Abuse with Children and 
 Families  
2002-2007 Rutgers University, School of Social Work, MSW Program 
 Field Instructor  
 
PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 
Sept 03-present Private Practice –  
 V. Margaret Newman Therapeutic Services, LLC  
 Westmont, NJ  
April 04-May 05 Therapist, Women’s Therapy Center, Phila, PA 
Feb 01-Sept 03 Supervisor/Therapist, Family Service of Burlington County 
Aug 99-Feb 01 Behavior Specialist Consultant, Philadelphia Youth Advocate Program   
Dec 94-Aug 99  Therapist, Children’s Clinical Case Manager, Parents’ Group 
Facilitator, Mentor, Family Service of Burlington County,  
Mt. Holly, NJ  
